Everyone wanted Valerie — including her pretty roommate! 
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UNCONDITIONAL SURRENDER 


She had stepped hungrily into his embrace and 
again had met the strength of his kisses with an 
alarming strength of her own before she noticed 
that the light was still on. 

"Are you scared?" 

"Yes. Terribly / 1 

"You mustn't be r Val, Will you believe me? I 
mean that" 

"I know you do, darlingShe took a painfully 
long, deep breath as he raised her off the floor, 
Into his powerful arms. "Please be tender " The 
unexpected, damnable rush of tears enraged her 
but she could not hold them back. "I—i'm fright¬ 
ened, Buddy." 

Still completely in charge, he kissed her—dearly 
this time, fondly and devoid of famished expec¬ 
tations—and lowered her lovingly to the bed on 
which she had lain alone all her life. It didn't 
matter that her skirt folded back over her thighs. 
There were no secrets from him any more * * • 
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Valerie crossed the unfamiliar and heavily trafficked 
street with Lucyanne and tried to pretend she wasn't 
frightened. She knew she could get by with her brashness 
and her beautiful body for only so long. After that she 
would need considerably more. 

Lucyanne was holding her hand* urging her to move a 
little faster. “^Tien they blink your name up there in 
lights, Val,” she said in her amiable drawl* “then you can 
come late to rehearsals, But right now* you're toiling in 
the chorus, just like the rest of us. And when they say 
noon sharp they mean noon sharp.** 

Valerie nodded and struggled to hold back her rising 
excitement, A convertible swerved around the comer and 
the screech of its wheels was like a sound effect empha¬ 
sizing her internal panic. The young man in the oar 
slowed down just enough to inspect these two exception¬ 
ally attractive girls whose beauty appeared out of place 
in the drab streets of Denningdale* New Jersey* 

The young man brought the car to a sudden stop. 

Hey] he called. “ Where'd you chicks drop from?** 
An adolescent giggle escaped from Lucyanne and her 
petite, well-rounded body retreated an inch or two* 
She was a Tennessee girl who had been in the North 
for only a few years and although she would have liked 
to have given the effect of sophistication she was still 
a hill girl ruffled by the stepped-up furor outside Tennes¬ 
see, 

Valerie Browning* on the other hand, advanced a 
few inches* challenged by the presumptuous manner 
of the young man* “Keep rolling, mister,” she snapped* 
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“How come I never saw you gals in town before?” he 
asked, undaunted by her rejection. The petite kid with 
the black hair was of no interest to him now. He 
focused his attention on this tall blonde who was really 
stacked. She was a fighter, he sensed, and he was drawn 
to stacked blondes who could slug, 

Valerie was already turning away from him. “Because 
we don't live near the kindergarten” she answered and 
began to step off the curb, beckoning for Lucyanne to 
follow her. The young man said something but he'd lost 
his audience. Lucyanne, still smiling at him, shrugged 
her shoulders as if to say, “she doesn't like to play,” 
and in a moment the young man was alone. 

They saw the Floiian Music Hall halfway up the 
block and instinctively they quickened their steps. Val¬ 
erie, in her anxiety over what was to come, had armed 
herself m hostility, ready to be on the defensive the 
minute anyone on stage would decide to give her, a 
newcomer, any trouble. But now this defensive hostility 
merged with actual anger and her wide forehead creased 
in a frown. 

Lucyanne, next to her, was aware of the anger, “Val, 
you're acting like you're set to bite off a chickens 
head” 

Valerie jerked her thumb in the direction of the 
departing motorist. “Oh, its those hoodlum Romeos, La, 
The second they start with those broken-down corne¬ 
ous, I just explode,” 

‘'Well, if you want any advice from Lucyanne, you'd 
better simmer down, honey. You're whistlebait Or 
haven't you figured that out for yourself yet? If you're 
gonna go getting riled every time a man eyes you up 
and down, you'll be spending your days in a tantrum ” 

“Come on,” Valerie frowned, and walked even faster. 
“Look at that clock. It's ten of twelve. We don't want 
to be late.” 

Jeanne Verdun, the Florian dance director, was hurry- 
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ing out of the chorus girls* dressing room as the two 
hurried toward it, Jeanne was a friendly, underweight 
woman in her forties who'd never quite made star 
material of herself on burlesque stages; now she de¬ 
voted her career energetically to developing the talents 
of future strippers. She waved to Lucyanne and stopped 
abruptly when she saw Valerie, 

“Hi, kids,” she greeted them, “Better rush into those 
costumes. Stiff schedule today / 1 Lucyanne prepared to 
apologize for being late but Jeanne rested her hand 
on Valeries arm and smiled, “Nervous, kitten?” 

Valerie returned the smile. She had met most of the 
kids in the chorus and had conditioned herself to steer¬ 
ing dear of friendships with them; they were either 
empty-headed or petty. Immediately they’d sensed that 
Valerie was the ambitious type who would grit her 
teeth until she got what she wanted, and they resented 
it. But Jeanne Verdun had been likeable from the mo¬ 
ment, three days ago, the first interview had taken 
place. And Valerie sincerely liked bar. 

“Not too nervous. Miss Verdun ” she answered, 
“Jeanne!” the woman amended, slapping Valerie's 
arm affectionately, “Don't be nervous about anything, 
Weve got a good troupe here,” And she dashed away, 
calling out, “On stage, kiddies!” 

The dressing room was small and stufiy despite the 
early fall air that wriggled in through the partly opened 
window, Valerie had been shown the chair and the 
scrap of mirror allotted her, and now she went to it, 
undressing quickly. She heard greetings from a few of 
the girls and she responded to them casually, Lucyanne 
undressed too, ran to the lockers and brought back two 
sequined costumes, one for herself and one for Valerie. 
Valerie muttered, “Thanks, Lu,” as she slipped out of 
her shoes. 

Most of the girls, yelling and joking, were out of the 
room by now, scurrying up the two flights of circular 
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stairs that led to the mammoth stage. Valerie bit her 
lip in a fleeting moment of self-revulsion. Why, she 
thought, do I have to act as though Im the star, my 
first day on the job? Why do I shrug off any attempts 
at friendliness these kids throw my way? I should feel 
lucky I'm being accepted at all. Jeanne Verdun didn't 
have to he so nice to me, either. Im a new one here 
and yet I act like the temperamental soprano. 

“Hustle up that backside, VaV Lucyanne called to 
ter from the opposite row of chairs. “It's five of twelve " 

Valerie nodded and hooked up her net bra. She was 
acutely aware of the magnetic beauty of her body, and 
she knew her unusual voluptuousness would be the 
springboard for her success. And she was definitely 
success-hungry. Her face projected a healthy and re¬ 
freshing glow and an undeniable prettiness that had 
to be admired. Her blue eyes, two orbs of light, 
sparkled and her lustrous yellow hair mantled her 
shoulders. But her main attraction lay below her neck. 
She rarely gave time to inner boasting but she knew 
her striking body excelled that of any other girl in this 
chorus. Lucyanne had said so. Jeanne Verdun had inti¬ 
mated as much. 

She donned the mesh panties she jokingly called her 
good-luck pants. She unwound the sequined, slit skirt 
from the rest of her brief costume and hooked it around 
her waist. She looked for the stockings. Dammit, she 
cursed silently. The cape's here, the shippers are here. 
Where . . . ? 

“Lul What happened to the hose?” she barked. Only 
when she'd spat out the words and saw Lucyanne com¬ 
ing to her with a hurt expression did Valerie realize 
how brusque she'd been to the friend who'd gotten her 
this job. 

“Say-y-y . . Lucyanne frowned, cocking her head 
to one side, letting Valerie know she'd never been 
yelped at this way in Tennessee and certainly wasn't 
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going to be here* “Its like I tell yon, Va1, wait'll you're 
in lights before you start cracking the whip over us 
poor mortals/* 

Nodding, Valerie embraced her and felt close to 
tears. “Sorry, Lu, guess I'm churned up inside. It won't 
happen again/" She kissed the smaller girl lightly on 
the cheek. 

Lucyanne laughed and drew away* Searching care- 
fully, she found the missing nylons under the long 
table. She picked them up from the floor and began 
helping Valerie get them on* First, however, she took 
a good look at what Valerie had failed to hide and she 
intoned, "You got plenty to chum up with, chile. If I 
owned a Bess an' Tess like you got, I sure wouldn't be 
dandng in a flea-bag burly like this * 

As Lucyanne continued to look, Valerie tensed and 
felt a tide of blush rising m her cheek. She grinned and 
turned away. “So far they're not salable, Lu. Well see 
what gives upstairs." 

"The second you wanna make them salable off hours, 
honey chile, let liT Lucyanne know* I got names and 
addresses'll choke the old horse/' 

This time Valerie laughed amiably as she moved 
away, digging her toes into the slippers* Suddenly she 
stopped, petrified by a fear she was positive she had 
overcame* She was close to the partly opened window 
and faced the billboard on the building next door. 

She tautened now with a fearfulness that shot her 
blue eyes wide open and forced her to look at the 
billboard. 

Remotely she could feel Lucyanne's hand pressing 
on her arm, “Val, what is it?” 

“Oh—oh, nothing * . * 

“What's up, Val? Something scaring you, honey? 
What's wrong?" 

There was plenty wrong, Val knew, plenty; too much 
to explain in these few seconds before stagetime* Too 
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much, maybe, to explain any time. She was staring 
fixedly and intently at the printed matter on the bill¬ 
board as if someone had hypnotized her and directed 
her attention there. 

A first-mn movie house stood next to the Florian 
Burlesque, Perhaps Valerie had noticed this fact swiftly 
on the way in but it had made no impression on her. 
Now the picture of the man and his name seared into 
her. 

ANTHONY BUEGESS, starring in the motion picture 
that won him the Academy Award , MAN'S CONQUEST, 

“Val, come on , , . what is it? You're shaking up a 
storm/" 

Pop was with Anthony Burgess now, she knew; out 
in Westport, Connecticut Pop was making a fool of 
himself before Anthony Burgess . . * 

“Val, its twelve o'clock. What's eating you, honey? 
We gotta runl” 

Gradually she relaxed and recognized Lucyanne. She 
snapped back, then, and smiled, "YouYe right, Lu, Let’s 
run/' 

They darted out of die room to the circular stairs, 
Lucyanne hurried ahead guidingly. Even now Valerie 
felt at home as if this entire theatre—which she'd fought 
against entering—was familiar to her. Soon she would 
be a full-fledged member of the troupe. 

On die stage level they scurried past Henry, the 
stage-door guardian, Henry had been at the Florian 
for thirty-one years, had been here long before it had 
converted itself to selling bawdy glimpses of flesh to 
lascivious eyes. Henry had seen not only the great shows 
come and go, he'd also seen the great beauties come 
and go, The brunettes, the redheads, the peroxides. The 
innocents and the wantons. The girls with the fantas¬ 
tically full bosoms and the girls with the tragically flat 
chests. But now, as the tall blonde with the scorching 
eyes moved by him toward the stage, he recognized he 




WILD BODY 


11 


was seeing something quite out of the ordinary, Henry’s 
days of romantic inclination were long over, but now 
he watched eagerly in appreciation, Somep'n mighty 
special *bout that girl, Henry told himself; she got a 
body on her that says more than most girls can say 
with their mouths. She won't stay in no chorus line too 
long, that's for sure. 

It was two minutes past noon when Valerie appeared 
on stage. The comics were just finishing a sketch run- 
through and the eight other girls, some of whom had 
tried to be friendly, were giving Valerie the frost treat¬ 
ment now. She moved among them, keeping close to 
Lucyanne who was attempting to play mediator. Okay, 
Valerie convinced herself, if they want to make like 
icicles , more power to them. Ttt work my way up before 
they know it 

Jeanne Verdun was snapping her fingers, ordering the 
girls to cut the yak-yak and to come to the foot of the 
stage. Chuck Norman, the house manager, was in 
the middle aisle arguing loudly with someone. Hoke Mo 
Quade, the good-looking resident comic, gave a punch 
line, ending the skit Then, turning around to say “Hi” 
to the chorus, he focused his sights exclusively on Val¬ 
erie, She sensed it. The other girls, each of whom liked 
to be admired by Hoke, sensed it too. 

Calling instructions to the pianist, Jeanne closed in 
on the dancers. She placed each girl at a specific spot 
onstage. She pushed Hoke's straight man. Brandy Keefe, 
out of her way, and finally insisted, "Hoke! You know 
you're supposed to cut out at noon on the button. Now 
scat.” 

Hoke produced his infectious laugh, letting his eyes 
escape Valeries. He chucked Jeanne under her chin 
and roared in a thick, phony Russian dialect, “Indid, 
mine prascious Jennenlshkal Be on the roof een twanty 
meeoutes weetfa chompagne and a salami!” 

The girls guffawed, giggled, tittered, Valerie smiled 
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in spite of herself. Hoke bowed majestically, winked at 
Valerie, and waddled offstage, like a penguin. 

"This is Valerie, kiddies,” Jeanne announced, “'case 
you haven't met her. Okay, Stu, strike her up. Two 
choruses of Rainbow ’Round My Shoulder” 
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They rehearsed the opening number three times and it 
didn't appear to have any serious kinks in it. The steps 
Jeanne taught them weren't at all intricate and the 
girls followed her directions easily. Jeanne outlined the 
dances for the other numbers; the girls would have 
different costumes for them but this was merely the 
first run-through, not a full dress-rehearsaL Three girls 
tried to crowd Valerie, to push just discreetly enough 
so she would lose balance, slip or fall, and get herself 
in trouble right off with Jeanne or Chuck Norman, But 
Valerie understood the squeeze-plays and she refused 
to submit. None of the dancers was expected to perform 
as if this were an opening night, but Valerie concen¬ 
trated on the directions and gave herself fully to each 
and every moment. She moved well, professionally. She 
noticed Chuck Norm an sidling closer to the orchestra 
pit, studying her. This seemed like a good omen to her. 

She didn't upstage anyone during the rather compli¬ 
cated Chinatown, My Chinatown number, but she didn't 
dance as part of a unit. Quite aware that Norman was 
looking at no one but her, she pretended to be uncon¬ 
scious of the fact. She darted her tongue between her 
full red lips, glistening them. She half-closed her eyes 
and smiled in the assurance of her own sensuousness. 
Her posture was erect and proud. She walked a half¬ 
beat more slowly than the other girls and she did 
not allow her expression or her body to give the slightest 
impression that she was ruffled. She followed instruc¬ 
tions, She passed behind and in front of the dancers but 
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she made sore she was seen at all times, that her pres¬ 
ence on stage was distinctly felt She was making the 
girls angry and she knew it. But what could they 
gripe about? That she was upstaging? Hardly; her feet 
were obeying directions to the letter. She smiled a little 
more broadly, pleased with herself. The line wasn't 
going through the steps now. There was a precision and 
each girl seemed obviously threatened by this new 
blonde , , , 

"Good, kiddies,” she suddenly heard Jeanne call. The 
number was finished, "Let's run through it again ” 

Chuck Norman was talking to Jeanne now, pointing 
surreptitiously from time to time, glancing up, certainly 
happy with what he was witnessing, Valerie repeated 
her personalized effect and, once or twice, improved it 
When a break was called, when the girls started for the 
wings, glaring at her, she heard Chuck Norman ask 
her to come down* 

“Not bad at all, ltid,” he greeted her as she came to 
him and Jeanne, He was a small, squat man who always 
managed to find another fingernail to bite. He'd been 
in show business for most of his forty years and there 
were few intricacies of the burlesque trade that es¬ 
caped him. “Jeanne here tells me the Snyder girl sug¬ 
gested you look ns up,” 

Valerie nodded and accepted one of his cigarettes. 
She had, until today, considered herself a reasonably 
modest girl. But, she reasoned now, if she were selling 
a glimpse of flesh, she might as well showcase some 
of the merchandise. As Chuck flicked open his lighter 
for her she bowed a bit, with the cigarette between her 
newly glistened lips, to catch the flame. Bowing just 
low and long enough to let him see the valley between 
her rounded breasts, she permitted tile cigarette to 
touch his lighter for a fraction of a second longer than 
necessary. When she raised her head again she could 
see how impressed he was. His eyes raced to Jeanne. 
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Jeanne grinned in understanding, Valerie, who had 
disposed of her naivete two years ago, summoned it 
back now. She became naive once more as she looked 
squarely at Chuck, 

“WeD,” he began, 

Tm sure IVe got a lot to learn, Mr, Norman* she 
quietly submitted, wondering if she were pouring it on 
too thick. 

“Uh . , J understand you haven't done any line work 
before * 

“No. I explained that. I'm sorry if „ , ? 

“You did fine, kid. Just keep it up." 

All three smiled, Valerie thanked him and returned 
to the stage. She walked up the short steps with an 
easy, self-assured dignity. She knew she looked good 
from the back. Her suntan was smooth and deep and it 
accentuated the creaminess of her thighs. 

Her arm was gripped by Lucyanne, who led her to 
the wings and bubbled softly/ “You’re in, Vali You 
know that, don’t you?” 

Valerie grinned and allowed herself the luxury of 
excitement. “Doesn’t he usually say hello?” 

“Chuck Norman? He’s the meanest man on earth. 
Now if you can keep the girls from dunking some drop- 
dead pills in your hot toddy, you’re on the way. And 
you're in like Flynn as far as Hoke McQuades con¬ 
cerned, too.” 

Uggh-hh,” Valerie exhaled mockingly, Lucyanne had 
given her wisps of gossip about most of the resident 
troupe, but McQuade had been the person most talked 
about. Shed been introduced to him yesterday—one of 
those hllo-how-are-ya introduetions-and it had looked 
as if their relationship had begun and ended there. 
Had been as nice-looking as Lucyanne had promised 
and he did have a sensitivity and intelligence that 
stamped him as more than just a burly down. But Val¬ 
erie hadn't Med to induce him to get to know her 
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better. She'd clouded herself in a mild acceptance that 
actually meant for him to keep away. Lucyanne had 
almost breathlessly explained that Hoke was here for 
the season, that he was a terrific hit with the customers, 
that he had a talent for keeping members of the troupe 
from slitting each others throats. He was a chaser in a 
charming way but he wasn't indiscriminate. The girls 
knew this and most of them quite freely admitted among 
themselves that they wouldn't be averse to finding his 
number twelves under their bed. But, Lucyanne had 
repeated, he wasn't mdiscriminate. 

This was all well and good, Valerie had agreed, and 
she appreciated a guy who didn't go pawing. And, okay, 
she was complimented, if it was so fashionable to be 
complimented, by his singling her out. But she hadn't 
taken this job for fun and games. She had plans and 
they didn't include the swapping of subtleties with men, 
no matter how discriminating they were, 

Valerie found a spot on the stage that looked fairly 
clean and she sat down, wishing Lucyanne would go 
away. But Lucyanne, chattering and a little too alive 
for this exhausting time of day, flopped beside her and 
kept on chattering. 

Why had she taken this job anyway? Valerie asked 
herself. Why couldn't she get Pop out of her head? 
Why should the thought of Anthony Burgess make her 
shudder and fall apart? 

You look around, she thought as she zigzagged her 
cigarette to the wooden floor, and you wonder what 
you're doing in a third-rate pesthole like this. You, the 
sultry-looking and well-stacked Valerie Browning, the 
nineteen-year-old beauty who was supposed to go places. 
You're here working for the Equity minimum, learning 
how to show enough of yourself to race the blood of the 
front-row grandpas. Godl Even one week ago you would 
have sneered at all this. If anyone had predicted that 



WILD BODY 


17 


you. would be working in burlesque, you would have 
sent him straight to a psychiatrist's couch* 

But here you are* 

You wanted to be a model No experience. Miss 
Browning? Sorry, Miss Browning , go fly a kite , Miss 
Browning, Or: A model. Miss Browning? Yes, we re an 
agency for models, but—now may l be perfectly frank 
with you? The trend in models today is not toward the 
voluptuous. Your figure is exciting—Vm sure you’ve been 
told that dozens of times, my dear—but our girls are 
hired to wear clothes for the purpose of showing op the 
clothes, not the body . And Tm afraid your figure is a bit 
too superhealthy for anything we , , . 

And so you bat the head against the old wall and 
you don't get the job* Other girls cry because they're 
overweight. You're not overweight Or they yelp because 
they're skinny-legged and flat-chested* Your bitterest 
enemy couldn't say that about you* You're cursed, 
sweetie, with a perfect body* And you’re scared stiff of it 
Not because it loused up modeling jobs for you, not 
because it isn't the trend* You're scared because it's 
something apart from you, something undictated by the 
brain* It attracts itself to potential lovers, knowing it 
damned well isn't going to carry through with what it 
promises , * , 

And so you sell perfume in a Manhattan department 
store. And the clerk you work with, the dizzy Lucyanne 
Snyder, pops in one day to say she’s quitting, that she’s 
been offered a job in the line at the Florian Burlesque, 
You call her nuts but you wish her well* You go back 
to squirting expensive smells on yourself, smells you 
can't afford to buy. You tell the customers: Double 
Entendre Cologne will help them fetch their men* You 
don't need any cologne to fetch a man. But you don't 
want a man. You want to clear out, away from the 
crummy job behind a counter. You want to get away 
from Pop. You can't stand his never-never land, his 



18 


WILD BODY 


promises to buy you the ship that wilt never come in. 
You go nearly crazy with the unnamed terrors swimming 
around inside you. 

And then Litcyanne pays you a visit and tells you 
one of the line girls is pregnant and they re looking for 
someone and why don't you try out? 

And you want money. You want success. You can't 
have love so you Ye determined to have whatever sub¬ 
stitute you can find, and money seems like a good sub¬ 
stitute. 

And Pop, the old two-a-day vaudeville flop who lives 
m Ms own undisturbed dream world, is still trying to 
fill your nutty head with those same dreams. And you 
can t stand it any more. So you go with Lecyanne. You 
take die job. You’re determined, You’re scared, too. 

You’re ambitious to make loot but you never quite 
forget your body. You Ye afraid of your own body. You Ye 
afraid that it’s wild, uncontrollable, YouYe afraid it’ll 
turn into a Frankenstein . . « destroy you . . , 

“On stage! On stage!” 

It was mid-afternoon now and the break for smokes 
was over, Valerie roused herself and continued to review 
dance directions for another hour, feeling tired, feeling 
the cumulative wrath of the girls dosing m on her. 
Without caring much one way or the other, she’d made 
a bevy of enemies today, tigerlike enemies who didn’t 
look as though they were going to forgive easily. She 
stopped thinking about them. She directed all her emo¬ 
tion to her lithe animal movements. Improvising on 
seducing faceless audiences, 

Stu Parsons, the pianist, was playing the melody of 
A Good. Mans Gonrui Afoho You Trouble and Jeanne 
was explaining this was Penny Wallis' number. Valerie 
had never seen Penny Wallis but she vaguely remem¬ 
bered Penny as the headliner this week. Valerie had 
checked and discovered that strippers, if they have any 
industry at all, can pick up good money. Valerie had 
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never seen a strip-tease performance, nor had she ever 
conceived of herself m such a role. But if that was 
where to find the money, if that road led to the star's 
dressing room, then maybe she could work up some 
industry on her own , . - 

“Miss Wallis" turn won't be too rough on the girls * 
Jeanne announced, as she outlined the plot of the num¬ 
ber, “Tomorrow, you'll each have a French maid's cos¬ 
tume, scanty where it's supposed to be scanty. You're 
all Miss Wallis' maids. Cathy, Ginger, Sue, you play 
the maids to draw her bath, That'll be stage right. Nell,, 
Lucyanne, you'll have her bath towel ready when she 
steps into the tub and out of it. Valerie, Ruthie and 
Gloria, you'll be at her bed, stage left. Production on 
roiling blankets down, patting the pillows, that land 
of ho gw ash. Got it? Okay, let's begin at the beginning. 
Lights up at stage right.’* Jeanne read hurriedly from 
the script. “Who’d I say for the bath? Ginger and Cathy 
and Sue, yeah. You girls go to stage right. The rest of 
you, break for a few minutes.” 

Gloria and Nell, two of the girls who had appeared 
most threatened by Valerie's presence, walked off the 
stage to the first-row seats. Lucyanne found her way 
to Valerie and whispered, “Might as well rest, honey. 
Let’s sit down.” They followed the two girls down the 
steps, Valerie paused for just a second, debating whether 
she should confess an unimportant irritation to Lucy- 
anne: that whatever fantasies she'd had about chorus 
work being a snap were now dispelled. She was ex¬ 
hausted* 

Lucyanne had already deposited herself in one of 
the seats. But Valerie, ready to sit with her, saw the 
waving hand of somebody about ten or twelve rows 
back. It was a woman, beckoning to her. 

She walked back calmly and recognized the woman 
by her coral hair and pouting lower lip as Penny Wallis, 

The woman was young and genuinely attractive. She 
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had hard biown eyes set wide apart and the kind of 
sensuous mouth that, on stage, would understandably 
give her an expression of superficial sex appeal. She 
wore a warming mink although it was early fall and 
her face wasn't packed with make-up. She didn't frown 
and her mouth projected nothing mors than a pout but 
it was apparent even yards away that she had a less 
than fond feeling for Valerie. 

Valerie stood beside her and said nothing. 

The woman sat alone and for a moment she let her 
eyes shuttle between Valerie, who was feeling hot, 
sweaty, naked and defenseless, and the rehearsal on the 
stage. 

When she finally raised her eyes to the silent girl, she 
indicated the vacant seat next to her and muttered, 
“Sit down,” Valerie sat, not sure whether she was facing 
friend or foe. 

Penny returned her attention to the stage and she 
did not alter her expression, "Your name is—how is 
that again—Miss Brownose?” 

Okay, thought Valerie. So it's foe, “Browning,* 

“AH right. In the course of one day, Miss Brownose," 
the woman said, still refusing to take her eyes from 
the stage, "you've made quite a name for yourself. Shall 
I add that die name is obscene?” 

“Look," Valerie demanded, "you want to talk to me, 
so talk. I'm not going to buy any of that pulchritude." 

Penny Wallis continued to look away, “Let me give 
you just a word of palsy-walsy advice,” she said in a 
husky velvet voice. “In every theatre I play there's at 
least one eager-beaver like you with big ambitions to 
match the big-deal body, IVe handled them and Ill 
handle you. I'll be here two weeks and I'd just as soon 
we didn't tangle. But the second you cross me, duchess. 
Ill see to it that you’re on the way back to the gutter* 
That clear? Now beat it They’re ready for you*" 
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From the band pit, Jeanne was calling, “Nell, Val, 
Gloria* On stage*” 

Valerie rose and struggled to contain herself* Tins 
wasn't the time to lash out. This wasn't the day to say, 
“Hang on to your G-string, queen; I'm going to have 
your job*” 

Regally she walked down the aisle* She passed Hoke 
McQuade who was now sitting in the second row, 
slumping leisurely, res ting his gangling legs over the 
seat m front of him* He grinned at Valerie, “Grandma 
teaching you the facts of life?” 

Valerie kept walking but answered softly, “Yeah, I’m 
deeply impressed,” 

The stage placements for this number took fifteen 
minutes* Penny Wallis appeared finally to check each 
girl at close range* She swaggered back and forth, talk¬ 
ing with Jeanne, and she inspected the tired dancers as 
if they were cattle* 

“Have them go through it again,” she instructed 
Jeanne. “Ill get into my gown. Does that pansy tenor 
know the number? I want him to sing it while I dance. 
And the next time I play this trap I don't want a jerk 
to do the singing.” 

“Shh, Penny, He's in the wings.” 

“So he's in the wings. Have him sing while I'm 
dressing* Bring him out*” She looked off stage at the 
frightened young man who waited nervously and twisted 
a music sheet. 

Jeanne beckoned to him* “Dick? Come on, sweetie,” 

Dick Hutchins cringed in* Valerie's eyes narrowed as 
she studied his obvious fear of the star* He was perhaps 
twenty-one, Valerie decided, kiddish, harmless, the 
puppy-dog kind that bullies like Penny Wallis liked 
to whip. 

Jeanne did her best to be friendly. “Dick, you know 
Miss Wallis, don't you?” 

He stood erect and tried to smile gravely but sue- 
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ceeded only in betraying his fear by his constant twisting 
of the paper. “Hello* Miss * . * 

But Penny brushed past him, “Save it, kid" She 
swaggered off stage. 

Quiet little imitations of cats were heard from the 
girls and one of them said, when she was sure Penny 
was out of hearing distance, “I thought Lon Chaney 
was dead!” Some feeble laughs of appreciation went up 
but Jeanne was snapping her fingers and cautioning, 
“Okay, no time for wit. From the beginning now, Dick, 
start the verse right after the intro. And dent mind 
Wallis/ 

He inched to the dead mike and whispered, “Oh, that’s 
all right” 

But nothing else appeared to go right, A minute after 
Penny returned, dressed in her trade-mark, the leopard- 
skin gown, the troupe seemed to lose aU animation. She 
made three entrances on badly timed cues, The “French 
maids," defeated by their anger toward her, didn’t keep 
time with die music. Valerie, especially, missed a major 
cue. Penny stopped and very purposely, it seemed, took 
her attention away from Valerie. She directed it to 
Dick, who had just flubbed a line, making her lose her 
balance. 

She walked to him, “Are you getting temperamental, 
honey?" 

Dick, flustered, retreated. “I'm sorry " 

“Sorry? Let me apologize. I didn’t mean to criticize 
your dulcet tones, honey, I keep forgetting you re the 
star of the show." 

Valerie, seething, began to move forward. Lucyanne 
held her back and whispered, “Keep out of this, VaJ,” 

Dick blanched. “Excuse me. Miss Wallis. Ill try it 
again," 

“Maybe we should all get off while you rehearse," 
She announced to the troupe, “The effeminate Mario 
Lanza would like to have privacy, please. Lets all . . " 
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Indignant, Valerie broke from Lucyanne's grip and 
advanced to the star* Conscious of the fact that she was 
probably about to kiss her job goodbye, she grabbed 
Penny s arm and yanked her around, 

“Listen to me, you flabby, bucketheaded, sadistic 
louse, whats with you? Do you plan to make life hell 
for everyone for the next two weeks? Yon leave that 
boy alone or Ill bust your head open with my bare 
hands!" 

Not taking any guff. Penny screamed bade Jeanne 
and Chuck ran to both of them. 
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Penny refused to continue. She stomped off stage, in¬ 
sisting that Chuck Norman better kick that yellow- 
haired prima donna out on her tail or there'd be hell to 
pay, 

‘That makes the day, kids ” Jeanne declared. “Back 
tomorrow at noon. Now scamper!” She clapped her hands 
and the girls wandered off, each of them feeling a grudg¬ 
ing camaraderie toward the now silent but still deter¬ 
mined Valerie, 

Jeanne patted Valerie and muttered, "Relax, honey. 
Old Pockmark had it coming,” 

Valerie blinked the fury from her eyes and went to 
Chuck Norman, He was biting a nail and peering at 
her. 

Let it come down, she thought. Pm ready for the 
pistohat-dawn pitch. She faced Chuck and said, “I wish 
I could apologize, Mr, Norman, but I'd be lying. I'll 
take the first bus back.” 

"Go get dressed,” he said, 

Valerie nodded and started for the wings, 

“And be here at noon, like Jeanne says. Not five 
minutes late like today ” 

She wheeled around. 

The corners of his thin lips turned up and he de¬ 
clared, “Penny will behave. If she don't, kick her in 
the teeth. But from now on, on your own rime. I’ll see 
to it that she eases up, doll. You're okay by me ” 
Valerie said, ‘Thanks, Mr. Norman.” She walked off 

24 



WILD BODY 


£5 


stage, past the dazed Dick Hutchins, who was struggling 
to form the words that would express his gratefulness* 
Hoke McQuade stood near the stairs, grinning, 
"Ready for a return match, champ? I can sign yon up 
for the Garden on the seventeenth*” 

‘Lower the drawbridge,” she retorted, 

“Get your shoes on. lH buy you a beer ” 

Valerie frowned, piqued by his insinuating expres¬ 
sion, "You re grinning,” she accused him. "You were 
grinning before, when I landed into that hambone* I 
don't understand you, I don't think I like you” 

“I said hurry up and get dressed* The beers going 
flat on us” He continued to grin and his deep green 
eyes twinkled in innocent charm. 

She wavered slightly, momentarily, unwillingly at¬ 
tracted to him, to his tall and sinewy frame, to the 
fantasy of being in his arms. She fought this involuntary 
feeling and found herself smiling* 

"You're a man of dogged determination” 

Hoke shrugged and she saw the effort he was making 
to keep his eyes away from the halter swell, “Not so 
dogged, I just can't stand to drink beer when it's flat 
Now snap it up, IH be in the lobby, waiting” He 
sauntered away, 

Valerie eased into the friendship she was offered by 
the girls in the dressing room* It was round number 
one, she recognized, and she'd come through. They 
would accept her from now on and she would find 
the strength to accept them* 

She dressed quickly and hurried out of die theatre, 
stopping only long enough to wonder why she had al¬ 
lowed herself to be talked into a beer date by this 
man. Or any man. But then she looked up and saw 
she'd come to the lobby. He was there and extending 
a hand to her* This time she returned his grin and they 
moved out of the Florian together* 

Hoke talked on their way across the street, but Valerie 
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only half listened. Her mind shuttled between the 
undeniable closeness she felt to him and the fact that 
Anthony Burgess' image was blown up, ten times larger 
than life, at the movie house. That awful man's photo¬ 
graph was to be seen everywhere, to remind her of aU 
the dirty things she’d savagely fought to forget, 

. . perfume counter/' Hoke was saying. He guided 
her into a drab tavern with the legend Ernie’s em¬ 
blazoned on its window, 

Valerie's head shot up, “What?” 

“See? You weren't listening, I said Lucyanne's told 
me a lot about you. Starting with your rise and fall at 
the perfumery." 

“Yes," she said, and sat in the booth to which he’d 
pointed, “Lucyanne’s a sort of unofficial biographer." 

“I was half and haU kidding about the beer, VaL 
Would you rather have some hard stuff? A Whistler’s 
Mother cocktail, say. One drink and you sit that way 
tile rest of your life.” 

“Beer's fine,” she replied and felt herself dropping 
into her usual insidious and unnamed hostility, 

Hoke ordered, offered her a cigarette, and then 
settled back opposite her, “Now, toss that king-sized 
chip off your shoulder and we can talk” 

“Chip?” 

He nodded, “Don’t fool Dr. McQuade. Along with 
shoe-shining and cookie-cutting and chasing cats, I also 
do part-time psychiatry. What's eating you besides the 
flare-up with Wallis?" 

“Isn’t that enough? I bum when I see high brass 
raising the roof like that Whats your interpretation, 
doctor; rebellion against authority?" 

“You were pulling a high-brass act yourself for a 
while.” 

“I was?" 

"You was. You made your first entrance onstage today 
with enough blood in your eye to fill a dozen blood 
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banks. You were tense, guarded, bitter, ambitious. It 
so happens that Penny Wallis was just a little less 
obnoxious than you/ 

“Keep going, doctor. At this rate, you and I will be 
lovers in 1991/' 

“I’m slapping out the truth* Don't rap Fenny, You 
were pounding your bosom just as hard before you 
even knew there was a Penny, And who's she? A sad, 
insecure, tragic stripper who's still managing to make 
some loot. But she's getting flabby and in another year 
or so she's washed up and she knows it So maybe 
that's why she's pulling the VIP act* But what's that to 
you? What's your problem?" 

The beers were placed in front of them and they 
were silent until the waiter left, giving them both a 
chance to unwind their thoughts, Valerie found herself 
unable to keep on resenting Hoke McQuade, to feel 
any general irritation. His manner was protective and 
she responded to it. In a flash of clarity she recalled 
that she had never really been involved with any 
man who had the ability to protect her. Maybe this 
grinning Irishman was something new and good „ . . 

When they were alone, she asked, “Do you want my 
Me history?" 

"Only part of it* I know the rest I know your father/ 

Instinctively, Valerie frowned and a constriction 
clamped her throat. "Who gave you permission?” 

“My dad was in vaudeville at the same time Syd Y. 
Browning and Anthony Burgess were teamed together. 
Lucyanne told me your pop's name is Syd; she finds 
out everything, doesn't she? Everybody knows the story 
of good old Syd/ He impersonated Syd* “I didn't make 
die bright lights but my baby Val's gonna be the 
biggest thing since Marilyn Monroe „ , / 

Valerie crushed her cigarette into the tray and faced 
him, “That was nasty. That cut deep and our analytic 
hour’s over, doctor. Don't bother to remind me about 
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Syd, the failure, and Burgess, the success. Or maybe 
you want to go further. Maybe you want to find out if 
it's true that Burgess is really my father and Fm the 
bastard child—'* 

“Hey, hold on!" 

“Thats the exotic question, isn't it? That’s the juicy 
scoop the boys and girls mull over in Sardfs, isn’t it? 
The big story. And is it true that the girl’s a nympho¬ 
maniac like her mother? Come on, is that what you 
want verified, doctor?” 

“Shut up. Sit down ” 

She had risen and when she looked down she saw 
with remote horror that she was clutching a beer bottle. 
In frenzy, she clapped the bottle down hard against 
the table surface. Beer foamed over the top. She was 
trembling now and she felt a cold shudder running 
through her but she was determined she would not 
cry. 

“Val . * t God, Fm sonyl I didn’t , . * 

She ran out of the tavern. 

She ran until she came to the comer. She turned 
abruptly and began to walk but she walked quickly. 
The people who noticed her—and certainly each man 
did—saw her as an attractive and fully developed young 
woman who walked as though she had a distinct destina¬ 
tion and a mind of her own. Valerie sensed this and 
still managed to suppress all telltale emotions from her 
face. For, she knew, if she were to cry or to show any 
signs of submission she would be advertising the fact 
that she had come of age as a woman. And this, most 
of all, she was afraid to risk. She walked to the Hudson 
Tube station, and descended the steps, 

Dick Hutchins, the frightened tenor, was standing 
on the platform when she got there. 

He saw her first and started for her anxiously. She 
started to beat an automatic retreat but then decided 
against it She managed to smile. 0 Lord , she thought 
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in frustrated sorrow, why must I move from a mm 
who’s too strong to one who’s too weak? 

“Hello, Miss Browning*” lie greeted. His voice was 
hesitant and he gave every impression of being ready 
to get slapped. He was a short, rosy-cheeked boy with 
ash-blond hair that ruffled carelessly over his forehead. 
He was holding a newspaper* It seemed to be merely 
a prop 3 giving his nervous hands something to da 
“Hello*” she responded, smiling, 

"I didn't know you live in New York, Miss Browning” 
“Valerie” she corrected, “And you're Dick? Hyah, 
Dick. Yes, I live thirty minutes from here. It's a little 
weird, isn't it, going from one -state to another in thirty 
minutes?” 

He laughed, longer than necessary, “Look—I wanted 
to tell you how grateful I am about—about before ” 
Valerie sat on a hard wooden bench, "Don't express 
gratefulness, Dick, It never pays ” 

“Well, I'm very . * , well, thanks, anyway. Fm new 
on the job, too* But Fm sort of backward when it comes 
to speaking up, I really didn't mean to ruin her act ” 
Valerie looked squarely at him, "Dick, when are you 
going to Jeam that nine-tenths of the pushing around 
we get from people is just bluff? Tm the girl who knows* 
Ask me, If Creepy Wallis or anybody else goes to 
goose you wrong, goose backl That's called survival of 
die fittest. And believe me, I didn't make it up.” 

Dick sat beside her on the bench and nodded glumly* 
“That makes a lot erf sense ” 

After a while, a train came along* All through the 
trip to the city, Valerie kept a tough wall around her, 
unable to forget that she would soon have to face Fop, 
At her stop she leaped up and politely rejected his 
breathless offer to walk her home She moved off 
hurriedly, completely aware that each step brought 
her closer to Pop and the stifling home she loathed and 
feared. 
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She walked up the four flights to the apartment. She 
unlocked the door and yearned for the moment when 
she could escape to her room to cry, to weep for every¬ 
thing she had yet to resolve. 

Syd Browning's sorrowful, whining voice called to her 
before she'd switched on the living room light 
“That you, ValT 
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Syd shuffled into the front room, wearing his ten-year- 
old felt slippers as well as his perennial, phony grin* He 
welcomed her as usual: "Well, welll” Valerie, standing 
inertly at the door for a while, wished she could feel 
more love for him* She knew him now as a weak father 
but, she also knew, he had fed her, clothed her and 
showered her with his peculiar brand of love unstint- 
ingly. 

For a moment, as she heard him say, "Boy oh boy, 
have I got terrific news for us!” she wavered and 
wanted to rush into his arms crying, “Pop, please don't 
try to prove yourself something you re not! X love you. 
Ill try to love you even more. X understand the pain 
inside you. Just please be straight with me , . * But the 
impulse petered out, and she walked in slowly, moving 
past him to her bedroom. 

Syd showed no sign of being rejected. Thirty of his 
fifty-six fleeting years had been devoted to trying to 
reach the top, and the remaining twenty-six to blinkingly 
wondering why he had met with no success at alh He 
had always provided for his daughter in one way or 
another. When there was no more third-rate vaudeville 
jobs, when his architect brothers charity checks were 
slow in coming, he managed to find a few days of work 
singing old songs in sawdusty bars. But always he de¬ 
fended his poor lot by insisting that a big deal was on 
the way. He was a short, stubby man with an elfin 
face framed by thinning blond-gray hair. He liked to 
wear fireman suspenders and plaid shirts. 
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“Val, where you heading?” he asked enthusiastically 
as he followed his daughter into her room, “Don’t you 
wanna hear about my appointment with Tony Burgess 
today up in Westport?" 

Tirediy, Valerie closed the door and sank to the bed. 
“Let me change* Pop. TO fix dinner in a minute" She 
massaged her temples and hoped she could get through 
the evening without being tough with him. He’d had a 
big day at that, she reasoned. He had been unable* until 
now, to get any answers at all to his letters to the now- 
famous Anthony Burgess. Pop had written a letter every 
month* as a compulsive ritual, to Hollywood and when 
no reply came he had shrugged it off as something that 
had gone wrong with the post office or with the way 
they handled mail at Dryden Pictures. But just a few 
days ago he had read m the Mirror that Tony had taken 
a home in Westport and was planning to spend the 
winter there. This made for captive audiences* Pop had 
laughed excitedly. He would comer Tony up there. 
Everything was going to work out just dandy . * , 

“You hear me* Val?” Syd called through the door. 
“The guy tosses Ms arms around me and calls me a 
sight for sore eyes! Wanted to know if I’m making a big 
Mt in television. Can you imagine Tony figuring Fm 
knocking them dead on television! Marvelous friend, 
that Burgess. A prince ” 

Valerie undressed and reached for her worn, shape¬ 
less housecoat, The housecoat represented poverty to 
her and she loathed it It was one of the seedy symbols 
she held in reserve. It served as a reminder, a goad with 
a voice wMch said: If 1 carCt let myself have love, then 
VU have money . AH the money there is , 

She heard her father rambling on. 

“So Tony* he invites me in and serves me a real fancy 
meal. I don't know what they call it, something Greek 
or Italian* but it’s real fancy and putting on the dog, 
you know? So I get right to it and teE him I got this 
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daughter, that she sings and dances and shes a ringer 
for Ava Gardner except she’s blonde and Hollywood’s 
missing a mighty good bet, passing her up. So you 
know what old Tony tells me? He says, 'Syd, I'm doing 
a play this winter on Broadway and die first thing I 
wanna do when I come to town is meet this Ava Gardner 
of yours/” 

He was silent for a moment and she knew he was 
waiting for her reaction. 

“Well?” he exclaimed. "Hows that sound? He wants 
to meet you and if you show up in your best bib and 
tucker you'll be seeing your name in lights before long. 
Don’t say old Syd don’t look out for his own. I always 
say I’ll make you a big star yet and theyTl all know 
old Syd Y. Browning’s kid is the best the boards have 
seen since Ann Pennington. That's something to look 
forward to, ain’t it? Huh? How’s that sound?” 

Abruptly, Valerie opened the door, startling Syd who 
stood waiting expectantly. His mouth widened in a gen¬ 
uine grin and for this one golden moment he didn’t look 
quite so terribly old and defeated. 

“Huhr he repeated, “How's that soundP" 

“It sounds like a lie,” Valerie replied and walked to the 
kitchenette. 

She bit her lip, struggling to hold back her bitterness. 
She had loved him with a love bordering on adoration in 
the early days, in those years before Mom had died, when 
he had been the giving and demonstrative father. And 
even when she had lost Mom there had still been Pop, 
and for such a long, glorious span—from die time she was 
twelve years old till just a few years ago—Pop had been 
the most perfect man in all the world. But then the 
dream tower had begun to crumble and she had seen 
him more realistically. The result? She had come up with 
a king-sized chip on her shoulder, as Hoke MeQuade had 
said, and never had lost it 

Syd was silent now. She prepared dinner, afraid to 
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turn, afraid to meet his pathetic eyes. He muttered some¬ 
thing once or twice and she thought she heard him whine, 
“You shouldn’t have spoken like that/’ But she continued 
preparing the meal, doggedly determined not to acknow¬ 
ledge him. 

As might be expected, it turned out to be a soundless 
and moody meaL When Valerie, conscious suddenly of 
her slumping posture, remembered to sit more erect, 
she remember^! also her body-*every tiling apart from 
herself. Tills damned body of hers, which forced even the 
most bias! eyes to ogle, made her feel almost freakish. 
Even her father was guilty of this ogling. She needed to 
reassure herself that his peering at her had no signifi¬ 
cance, 

.And she had by this time convinced herself that he 
was her father, not Burgess or anyone eke, But the little 
germs of doubt plagued her from time to time and made 
her role with him an uncertain one. 

“You have a good day selling?” Syd asked quietly, 
finally breaking the ice as she rose to serve the coffee, 
“Fair/* she answered, averting her eyes. She sat with¬ 
out speaking, sipping at her coffee, until the silence be¬ 
came too thick. She glanced at him, 

“Pop,” she whispered, “Fm sorry,” 

It was a renewal of life to Syd Browning, He sat up 
and his pixie grin returned. He made a tentative attempt 
to stroke her hand, but his fingers fumbled and he 
brought them back to his coffee cup. 

“Not another word,” he instructed, “Bygones be by¬ 
gones, okay? I know you had a hard day at die store " 
“Yeah ” 

“Probably they keep after you. Is that floor manager 
bothering you? What's his name, with the flower in his 
buttonhole? Doersehlerl He bothering you?” 

“I think Fm going to quit the job. Pop ” 

She heard his feet shuffling under the table. He chewed 
at his cake cautiously. “Quit, Val?” 



WILD BODY 


35 


“There's a girl who worked with me, Lucyanne Snyder, 
who took a job in burlesque. She told me I could get a 
job there. At better pay and better hours.” 

Syd frowned and his eyes narrowed* “No ” he rasped, 
“I'm not gonna have none of that in my family. You're 
not gonna go dancing around, taking your clothes off and 
showing the wonderful body God gave you to that kind 
of an audience/' 

“I told you, Pop. It was just an idea." 

His face reddened angrily and he got up, scraping his 
chair over the linoleum floor. "Well, get rid of the ideal 
I just won't have it Syd Y. Brownings girl isn't gonna 
go teasing around on no burlesque stage! I’ll be die 
laughing stock of Forty-sixth Street! I got plans for you, 
Val, big plans! You're gonna go places with Tony Bur¬ 
gess. Pictures, radio, television, Broadway, Syd Brown¬ 
ings girl is gonna have the best. No cheap, crummy bur¬ 
lesque! I . , * 

Valerie rose too, unable to listen any more to Pop's 
ranting, “How long is this bubble going to last before it 
bursts? YouTl hang on to the Burgess dream till he leaves 
for die Go^st again. Then you'll figure out something 
new, won't you, to keep us warm on cold winter nights? 
Well, Im tired of your fantasy life, Syd Y. Browning. 
From now on, I look out for myself,” She dashed into 
her room and slammed the door. 

She fell to the bed and wept bitter tears for all the in¬ 
adequacies in her person and die frustrations in life. She 
realized with vague alarm that she must have fallen into 
sleep, a deep and fettered sleep, when her body moved 
at the sound of Syds faint tapping at her door. 

The clock read eight-twenty, Syd was calling, “Phone 
for you, VaL Fella calls himself Hutchins " 

Hutchins, Hutchins—Valerie repeated the name to 
herself as she rose from the bed and walked past Syd to 
the telephone. “Funny thing,” he was saying, hopefully. 
“1 knew a fella once named Hutchins, big shot at the old 
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Pathe Studios. Wouldn't be the same one, would it? No, 
I wouldn't guess so.* 

“Hello,” she said. 

Dick Hutchins 1 voice was slender and meek* “Hello, 
Valerie. Uh , , . its Dick Hutchins, Valerie. Maybe Im 
disturbing you or something. Maybe I should call you 
back later?” 

“Hello, Dick. No, its all right.” She lit a cigarette and 
idly glanced at Syd who paused for only an instant and 
then clumped docilely into the kitchen. 

“Uh , , . you probably think this is pretty funny, my 
calling you, Valerie. But I was just sort of leafing through 
the phone book and I saw this name Browning on Ken¬ 
sington Street where you live so I just thought I'd call 
to say hello. Am I keeping you from something, Valerie, 
or anything?” 

“No, no, it's okay, Dick. I've . . , Ive got a headache 
and Pm staying in bed tonight ” 

“Oh. Well, then I’m sorry to disturb you. I thought 
maybe if you weren't doing anything, maybe I could 
come up and visit you, but somebody else answered the 
phone so I guess you're busy. I thought maybe we could 
see a movie or have a cup of coffee, but don't let me dis¬ 
turb you. I'm sorry to have bothered you, honestly.” 

“Forget it, Dick. See you tomorrow, okay?” 

“Sure, certainly. Thanks a lot, Valerie. I hope your 
headache's better.” 

Valerie returned to her room and dropped the house¬ 
coat to the bed. Poor, harmless, dopey kid, she thought, 
why didn't she tell Mm what would have scared him off 
for good? That she was as messed up as any girl could 
get in nineteen years . . . 

She got back into bed and lazily rubbed her cigarette 
into the night-table tray. What if that had been Hoke 
McQuade on the phone, asking to see her? Or any de¬ 
sirable man-rather than a half-baked boy. 

She had already convinced herself that she must stay 
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away from all men, if she knew what was good for her, 
for once in a man's embrace, once she felt his Bps brush¬ 
ing over her cheek, whispering words of need, she was 
unable either to resist or submit to him. Just the nearness 
of a lover made her tingle involuntarily and she found 
herself slipping away from reason, demanding love wild¬ 
ly, agonizingly—but not submitting. Making him submit. 
However, she recognized, this was something painfully 
new, In the past year she had unleashed such furious 
passions that she had awakened on the mornings after 
filled with shock and self-loathing. Hadn't Herb Graham, 
from the haberdashery counter, gazed at her in amaze¬ 
ment afterward and told her, <c You re the wildest chick on 
two legs, Val?” Hadn't the vicious word gotten around 
about those two indiscretions in her life, the word that 
went: “Look out for the Browning gal. She's a pistol 
packer at a party, but get her alone and she goes nuts. 
That's wild merchandise, that Vail” 

How could she have told Herb Graham or Buddy Or¬ 
lando or anyone else that she clutched at animal lust out 
of inexorable need? That something strange, wild and 
foreign, something buried within her, erupted and made 
her behave the way she did. How could she explain 
that it was a defense like her innumerable other defenses? 
How could she explain this curious self-made self-trap 
she had built to make sure that genuine love, the only 
kind of love that counted, would never get the chance to 
hurt her? 

She had rushed frantically to the library, with the hor¬ 
rifying word nymphomaniac whistling past her ears. And, 
thumbing through countless pages, she had been satisfied 
that the word did not apply to her. She did not search for 
sex. She did not have uncontrollable desires that could 
be sated by any available man who would make love to 
her. No, that wasn't her problem, she knew • . . 
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The trouble had begun long ago, at around the time 
she had just learned the big word. 

Nymphomaniac had been quite the hot-shot, ultra-fancy 
word in her gang of slyly panting girl friends during high 
school, especially during her sophomore year, when you 
were judged purely according to whether you had or 
hadn’t ever been in bed with a boy. 

The condition which automatically made you accepted 
or rejected tantalized while it disgusted Valerie, the rip* 
ening-too-fast teenager who’d wanted only to make good 
grades in school, graduate with an education which could 
prepare her for something a little better than selling rib¬ 
bons at the comer five and dime, and leave the frustrat¬ 
ing confines of lower Manhattan. Sex for its own sake 
meant only frittering valuable time to her, and at fifteen 
she had persuaded herself she had no time to waste. 

Three of what she had thought were her closest girl 
friends, though, had come through with different ideas, 
Verna Morrissey and the top-heavy Thomford twins, 
Winnie and Julie. Over malts one day at Strand Sweets, 
after a Friday’s last class, Valerie had sat with Verna and 
the twins, and that odd word nymphomaniac had some¬ 
how worked its crazy way into a conversation that other¬ 
wise involved die horrors of Mr. Caseys Biology II and 
whether Greer Carson was really happily married. 

“If I don’t say it out right this minute, 111 absolutely 
bust!” Winnie Thomford cried, a propos of nothing at all. 

That was always the signal. Winnie, the Walter Win- 
chell of Kensington High, could always be counted on to 
provide the school gossip. Everyone called her a terrible 
loudmouth, but when she said she had something to say 
that very minute, everyone stopped to listen. 

"You know Ada Mae Butler, Miss Macauley’s niece 
from the civics class?” Winnie inquired in overblown 
conspiracy. The girls nodded. “Well, I hope to hold my 
breath and turn a bad plaid if she’s not a nymphoman¬ 
iac!" 
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Everyone at the table was thrilled, although few of 
them knew Ada Mae Butler and although few had even 
the slightest knowledge of what a nymphomaniac was. 
Vema Morrissey thought the term meant someone who 
liked butterflies and went around catching them for a 
collection. 

“You mean none of you honest and truly knows?” Win¬ 
nie frowned, abruptly the adult .know-it-all. “A nympho¬ 
maniac is a girl who spends all her time going after boys, 
getting diem all heated up so they'll take her clothes off 
and then run off with her where theyll—you know.” 

“Where they'll what?” Valerie prodded. 

“Oh, you know,” Winnie Thomford pressed, looking 
around for her suddenly dumbstruck sister Julie to help 
out u Sex. Girls like that want sex all the time. Morning, 
noon and night ” 

"Ada Mae?” Verna repeated. "I don't believe it Ive 
been to the movies with her a million times and I'd know 
anything there was to know. She's as quiet as the Sphinx. 
You're just making it up, Winnie.” 

“Oh, you think sol Well, all I know is what I hear from 
my boy friend, Midge Gerrick, and he'd kill himself be¬ 
fore he'd ever tell a He ” Midge Gerrick was Winnie's one 
and only, the schools brightest basketball star. “Midge 
knows for a fact that she—well, you know what I mean- 
over and over again with every boy on the basketball 
team. Everyone except Midge, of course ” 

At fifteen, the fact that a good girl might find herself 
going beyond mere petting was hardly news to Valerie^ 
sometimes things had a way of getting out of hand and 
before you knew it, she was well aware. Hadn't Geral¬ 
dine Maslynetti, the prettiest and brightest student at 
school, been found by her parents in an uptown hotel 
room with a college freshman? Before the weekend was 
out, just about everyone in the world had beard of it And 
Geraldine was about as far from being a tramp as any 
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girl could get. She was sweet and refined and there cer¬ 
tainly wasn't anything wrong with her. 

But the fact that a decent girl could go with more than 
one boy—maybe even any boy—was a shattering thing to 
consider. Could decent girls be tramps, too, or wasn't it 
as simple as that? 

During the week that followed, when she saw Ada Mae 
Butler in the corridors and in civics class, Valerie looked 
on the girl with new eyes. Ada did not appear different. 
She seemed the same shy, well-dressed girl she'd always 
been, pretty but not pretty enough to make any man 
jump out of his skull and with a kind of half-dumpy 
figure that Valerie couldn't associate with sex at all. 

But then, gradually, came the funny telltale signs. 

Sam Boal, who had the widest shoulders, handsomest 
face, and worst reputation in the whole neighborhood, 
started to be seen around the local spots with her. If you 
prized your own reputation at all, you’d date a vicious, 
all-paw octopus before you'd be seen dead with Sam 
Boal; he was the smug tenser who paraded the high- 
school halls in a sweater bearing the legend W, which 
meant to you, if you were one of the inner circle. Virgin's 
Vanquisher. None of the stuffed shirts on the faculty ever 
went after liirn for it, probably because they never quite 
figured it out. 

At one unsurprising place or another outside the con¬ 
fines of school, Valerie would see the two of them, send¬ 
ing up red flares all over the area to announce that they 
weren't exactly playing mumblety-peg after dark. There 
was that one huge bash at Strand Sweets, after a victor¬ 
ious Saturday evenings basketball game, when Valerie 
dated a timid and terribly inoffensive bookworm named 
George Wister, and watched Ada Mae and Sam in action 
on the wooden bench of a booth just oposite. Their ac¬ 
tive, open-mouthed necking raised few eyebrows in the 
hysterical atmosphere generated by the home team s rah- 
rah celebration and the juke box's sexy plea for more love 
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as delivered by Sinatra, Heady with die night's court 
victory, everyone—with the exception of Valerie Brown¬ 
ing and bookish George Wister—was pretty hopped up* 
Everyone was ready to do or die, if only to show how 
happy he was that his side had won the most crucial of 
all matches. 

And inevitably everything went wild, so wild that die 
Strand Sweets manager, that crabby Nick, had to be 
called. In front of everybody, Sam Boal kissed the shy 
Ada Mae so hard that she wrapped her arms around his 
mile^wide shoulders and screeched out in demand, in 
filthy words, that likely amazed even Sam* He complied 
by raising her new aquamarine blue sweater up over her 
brassiere and tearing at the lace with heavy fingers. Yelp¬ 
ing irrationally, Ada Mae swung back on the hard bench 
and pulled Sam toward her, rucking the hem of her skirt 
to exhibit her thighs* 

“Oh, man!” she called hoarsely* “Its now, isn't it? It's 
now or never, right? Tell me yes, tell me now!* 

That was when die screams of astonished protest rang 
out and Nick rang in. He grasped Sam BoaTs jacket, 
pulled at it violently, and ordered both him and his girl 
to get the hell out within the next minute, find some¬ 
where else to do their obscene stuff, and never come back. 
The story got around the school, of course; it ran from 
class to class, and never let up. 

The next thing Valerie knew, Ada Mae Butler and 
Sam Boal weren't anywhere to be seen* Before long she 
learned why* they had been expelled* Not long after, she 
heard the rumor that they had gone uptown, had moved 
into a furnished room on West 88th Street, had got jobs 
behind a soda fountain in a nearby drug store, and were 
planning to get married. 

A little more than a year later, Julie Thomford was to 
come back to the downtown Kensington section and re¬ 
port that she'd bumped into Ada Mae somewhere m 
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Washington Heights. They’d had a Coke together, and it 
had all come out after a few minutes. 

Seems Ada Mae and Sam, desperately in love forever 
and ever, had advised their families to get lost. They had 
packed up, sped away from their homes arm in arm, and 
had moved into a marvelous spot in upper Manhattan 
which overlooked a courtyard, a series of garbage cans, 
and occasionally the rent. They made love to the point of 
exhaustion. Amrihus to show up all the wise-aere biddies, 
they gave themselves to one another with all the drench¬ 
ing force at their command. 

Then there was the night when Ada Mae, invariably 
trusting and prepared if necessary to howl meaningly for 
a warm kiss, received the signal and headed for the bath¬ 
room to take care of what had to be taken care of. Sam 
called her back by touching her in a fax too sensitive ter¬ 
ritory, and she neglected to excuse herself. The hope was 
luck. The result was that she missed what shouldn't have 
been missed. There was that stunning moment a month 
later when she placed him in their favorite overstuffed 
chair and advised him that they were with child, and 
what should they call it? 

*CaU it yours ” Sam steamed. He rose abruptly, utter¬ 
ing a curse, and stormed out 

Ada Mae had her baby. She continually asked her 
family for help. They refused. She never saw Sam again. 
The last Julie Thomford had heard, he was situated in 
Altoona, selling radios in a discount house. 


If Valerie strove hard to pretend that she owned less 
than an increasingly voluptuous body, curved in the form 
of involuntary beckoning, the majority of the boys who 
saw her pretended no such thing. They ogled, politely or 
r affis h! y, but they refused to let her get the idea that she 
was going unnoticed. They seemed perpetually to be ask¬ 
ing her for dates, and on such occassions they were al- 
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ways stunned when she breezed past them, holding firm 
to her books; the image of the devoted student hardly 
jibed with the generous signals of wantonness about hen 

The rumors quite naturally grew* She was putting out 
only for one lucky guy, an outsider. Her old man was 
supposed to be in show business* and what other picture 
did that summon up but that she involved herself in 
weird parties* maybe pot, maybe the needle, who could 
be sure? Or, worse, she was a cake of ice* The original 
frigidaire* a cold crumpet who didn't dig men. When she 
was seen here or there with a guy, the guy more often 
than not was Wister or one of those professional book¬ 
worms. That had to prove that a giant screw was loose 
somewhere, didn’t it? 

Privately, Valerie wondered, too. She assured herself 
that the planetarium and movie dates she had with 
George Wister made full sense because they were “safe,” 
but she could never wholly be convinced of what "safe” 
meant exactly. The thought of being pawed and raked 
over in a drafty vestibule appalled her, and surely no one 
would ever suspect George of trying anything more than 
an apologetic handshake. One night, she recalled with a 
mixture of awe and relief, George did fidget uncomfor¬ 
tably through the double feature at Loews Kensington, 
and appeared rattled through the short walk home. In her 
vestibule, just as she was ready to say good night, what 
all the throat-clearing had been about suddenly became 
obvious* He scraped his feet, bit his lip in agony, looked 
steadfastly anywhere but at her, and finally asked—as if 
he were trying to steady himself for sudden death on 
hearing the answer—whether he might have, if it wouldn’t 
be too much trouble, a good night kiss. 

“Yes* George,” she said. 

For a dreadful moment the reply petrified him. 

Herself stiffening inwardly, Valerie poised for the kiss* 
George Wister tried to oblige. He began to embrace her 
awkwardly, but the sight of her lushness and what could 
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only be willingness on her part numbed him anew. Danc¬ 
ing back as though he had touched fire, he started to leave 
but remembered his request. His cold, fearful lips pecked 
at hers and he retreated swiftly, breaking into a fevered 
run as soon as he released himself. Once out of the con¬ 
fining vestibule, he kept running. On the second step he 
tripped and fell to the dark sidewalk. She lunged for¬ 
ward, afraid that he had hurt himself, George lay still for 
only an instant, then leaped to his feet, raced headlong 
into a series of garbage cans, picking himself up again, 
and disappeared silently but relievedly into the night* 


The qualmy recognition that most other healthy girls 
were responding to the first flush of womanhood struck 
Valerie with a torturing pang one morning, a minute or 
two after she'd been awakened by the alarm clock. Pop 
was going through one of his many sieges of being with¬ 
out a job, any kind of a job, and this sparked his stream 
of pretty lies about big, big, big successes rolling their 
way to take them away from all this. She understood why 
he felt he had the need to supply them both with the lies, 
but she detested them. 

The recognition that she was denying herself the 
chance to leam more about life came about through a 
dream, a dream so awful and menacing that she trembled 
for a long time, even after she knew she was awake and 
in charge of herself. 

She sat upright in the tousled bed, blinking hard, and 
glanced about with receding desperation at the windows, 
the door, the ceiling, even the steady bureau, She was 
totally nude and this oppressed her because it immedi¬ 
ately related to the terrible dream, in which she had been 
so nude that die fact had been a mark of mocking dis¬ 
honor. 

The facts and figures of the bad dream came back to 
her as she gripped the hem of the blanket and flung her 
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tongue sadly over her dry gums. She felt ashamed of the 
taunting nakedness of her breasts, and automatically— 
although she sensed that the act was ridiculous—brought 
a pillow up over them, covering their abundant fullness 
as though they had contributed to the dishonor. 

In the dream she had wakened from this very same 
bed, naked and steaming with the need for some kind of 
fast relief, a relief for the overwhelming tension. Her 
hands—big hands now, growing into man's hands, coarse 
and heavy and arrogantly warm—worked their way rude¬ 
ly through the secret hollows, titillating her, making her 
weak with their power, with their insistent intimacy, 

Ada Mae Butler was standing up there on high, pass- 
ingly pretty but starkly sexual in her every move. Ada 
Mae was standing far off, her long dark hair falling over 
her naked shoulders, her hands thrust out in welcome. 
She was there, calling to Valerie, speaking in a hazy voice 
which might have been coming through a filter micro¬ 
phone, and she was beckoning with robust motions: 

“Don't wait it out, Val, pal,” she was storming, M cause 
you're a long time dead. Go get it, go after it, go make 
with the invitations and see what the heats all about* 
It's like nothing you've ever known, Val, pally. What do 
you want to do, let the worms have all the fun? Why not 
some nice eligible male? What the hell are you, lady? Too 
proud?” 

Ada Mae's tauntings goaded her in the dream and she 
roused herself to hasten down the nearest open street, to 
charm the first man she met. The men were startled, all of 
them, as she pranced by in her ripe nakedness and reached 
out in physical, provocative invitation, speaking in die 
filthiest language she could dredge up, and proclaiming 
that she was ready for the big top, with absolutely no 
holds barred* 

Most of the men clucked their teeth and wagged their 
fingers in her face, admonishing her for her forwardness* 
A mammoth man, wearing outrageously baggy pants, a 
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fright wig and a brilliantly red putty nose, was among 
them. He started to chase after her but was yanked back 
by a network of large and expensive neon signs an¬ 
nouncing that the great Syd Y. Browning was wanted on 
stage; the leading man had fallen iU and there was no 
one eke around to trade yacks with the fat but famous 
leading lady, the one who dropped audiences in their 
$9.90 tracks. 

Racing, racing, she bumped into one man—her male 
biology teacher—who lifted her in his arms and rushed 
her to a ready-made bed m the direct center of a busy 
thoroughfare, where everyone could look and take notes. 

She giggled lavishly as he undressed, eager to reach 
her. She writhed impatiently up till the second he touch¬ 
ed her in expectant anguish, and then wriggled laugh¬ 
ingly away from him, 

“Sony, I didn't mean itP she cried as she raced away 
and delighted in the squeals of approval from the crowd 
But as he ran embairassedJy after her, her hands flew 
behind her and soothed the firmness of her buttocks 
seductively as she ran. 

He caught her in a mile-long bed, looking ludicrous 
there in his comball tweed suit, Puffingly bending her, 
he rasped, “Aren't you ready for the good oF moment of 
truth, big lady? Aren't you?” 

“No, no!” she screamed in abrupt terror, “No, you 
mustn't! I'm a good girl * . , P 

“A good girl doesn't undress herself like that and do 
her best to stoke us all up I” 

“I won't. * , Take your hands off . , P 

“Youre Idddin', aren't you, honey? You don't really 
want me to stopl” 

“Go away!” 

But then, in the midst of the struggle, the loathsome 
man in the comball tweeds was no longer her teacher but 
an entirely different man, a stubby, hoarse-voiced clown 
with a bulbous nose made of putty, a man with wild. 
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red, moppy hair and cheap placards fixed over his bright 
yellow buttons which proclaimed him as the world's 
greatest comedian. Prized entertainer of crown princes. 
Skelton's and Hope's acknowledged peer. 

His mans voice changed into a whine. “Oh, take care 
of me. Watch out for me. Don't let me fall.. ” 

Wakened, Valerie reflected on the dream. 

I don't need any special course with Dr. Freud to 
figure that one out, she thought, afraid of the unceasing 
tremors in her body. 

I've had enough. It’s time to face myself and the 
things Ive bottled up. It’s time either to face my miseries 
or conquer them. 


She encouraged Buddy Orlando to take concentrated 
notice of her just a few weeks before the beginning of 
the Christmas holidays, always the most depressing time 
of the year for Valerie. It marked the ten-day to two- 
week period when Pop was guaranteed an out-of-town 
job that paid fairly well. The annual job took him to a 
small vaudeville house near Asbury Park, where he ap¬ 
peared with a brace of jugglers, animal acts and dialect 
comics in a tab show called “St. Nick Frolix," Invariably 
he would return to the city with enough money to pay 
tire rent for at least the next two months. He would bring 
a turkey, an expensive dress for Valerie, and the certainty 
that from that day on they were headed for Park Avenue 
and Mr. Rockefeller could move over. The exuberance, 
which had a way of being contagious, would sometimes 
last a whole week before he returned to earth and bills. 

The “vacation 1 * period was heU for Valerie because it 
meant she had to be alone. Pops brother Arthur—the 
architect brother, the one who'd made good—always sent 
a check for Christmas, a check she hated because it sig¬ 
nified nothing but charity. Occasionally Arthur even 
called long distance from his home in Denver. But other- 
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wise the season was lonely, and it gave her more time to 
recognize that she was going nowhere, that there seemed 
to be no future for Pop or herself. 

Some of die girls at school believed that Buddy Or¬ 
lando, tall, athletically built and strikingly good-looking, 
was a little too sure of himself. But Valerie, who had no 
use for conceit, knew he had every reason to be self- 
confident* Tliere was no doubt that he was capable in 
every activity he entered. He was editor-in-chief of Brown 
and White, and president of two clubs. He took an 
assertive part in all the big assembly programs* She saw 
Buddy in the leading role in The Man Who Came to 
Dinner , and was fascinated by the way he brought such 
a professional gloss to the part. For the first time, she 
was sure she had found a boy who could truly master her 
and make her like it, a boy completely separate and away 
from all the George Wisters. 

To assure Buddy's attention, Valerie tried out for a 
part in the junior and senior class's production of You 
Cant Take It With You , and was surprised to land the 
role of Alice, the romantic daughter of the wacky Van- 
derhof family* Buddy was to play the romantic son of 
the conservative Kirbys* The play called for them to ex¬ 
change meaningful kisses throughout tire three fast and 
frantic acts. 

During the first week's rehearsals, Buddy—who served 
also as the show's student director—was too busy to spend 
more than a fleeting few minutes here and there with 
her. For four days in a row after the strenuous rehearsals, 
Valerie tagged along with Buddy and his obedient satel¬ 
lites to Strand Sweets for cokes and malts. At uncom¬ 
fortable moments she felt that her high-gear campaign 
to know him better had faltered and disintegrated; Selma 
Craig and Honey Sanderson, two of ±lie graduating class's 
super-sirens, had quite obviously set their man-eating 
traps for him. But by the time the cast was ready to “walk 
through” the play with only minor references to the 
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script, Valerie observed the interest building in herself* 

And he sat up and specifically became aware of her 
and no one else, though, when all scripts were put aside 
and the moment came to block out the action. In the 
scene where he was first to kiss her, Valerie shook, as 
nervous as she ever had been, and had only a faint recol¬ 
lection of his wonderful head coining down from the sky, 
of his lips meeting hers. 

As expected, the onlookers giggled at the embarrassing 
scene!, so inappropriate to this chaste stage which usually 
featured nothing more intimate than screen slides of the 
hazards of forest fires, and stem lectures on the import¬ 
ance of national purpose. But nothing was inappropriate 
to Valerie. She was not on a high-school stage and there 
were no rubbernecks watching. Flaming red Cloud 9 had 
just pulled up to the curb, collected her and Buddy Or¬ 
lando, and scooped them off to the solemn promise of a 
dazzling future* 

The play was presented on the night of the day that 
school closed down for the holidays. Pop had already 
dashed off to his New Jersey job in a flood of spirited 
guarantees. Buddy had got in the habit of meeting Val¬ 
erie alone. After the final curtain, he made not the va¬ 
guest reference to the fact that she had quite poignantly 
affected him, especially during the kissing scenes, but it 
was evident that he felt strongly about her. They talked 
about everything under the suddenly perfect sun—school, 
dramatics, the future, why the heck they hadn't really 
seen one another before this. Then Buddy asked Valerie 
to the Waldorf Astoria's Starlight Roof, an invitation so 
electrifying that he might as well have given her a dia¬ 
mond mine, a freely growing money tree and a certifica¬ 
tion of eternal youth* Nobody ever went to the Waldorf 
Astoria, not until they died. 

Dizzily, the following evening, Valerie scrambled for 
the expensive blade dress Pop had bought for her last 
Clirislmas, the one she had never had any logical reason 
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to wear, and set to work to bring it back to life. A year 
had sped past since it had been delivered, and her full 
figure had become even fuller, more rounded and more 
provocative. Letting it out here, tucking it in there, and 
spending close to her last penny on the beauty parlor 
works, she met Buddy under the clock at the Astor at 
the agreed time, and she prayed that some miracle would 
turn her knees into something more solid than water. 

‘This is no fair ” Buddy stated, as his hands reached 
out for her as eagerly as was possible within the crush 
of a large hotel lobby, “No one should be allowed to be 
as beautiful as you are, Vail** 

“Those are fighting words,” she grinned, melting under 
his manly warmth. 

"Let s find a cab before the theatre crowd snatches 
them all” he said, guiding her toward the front exit. 

He was a trifle flustered in the rear seat of the taxi, but 
not in the way George Wister and the other creampuffs 
were. Beyond the hint of being momentarily unmoored, 
there was the firm aura of strength about him, an aura 
which pledged that he would never fall over a garbage 
can. 

He did not attempt to Idss her in the taxi. 

Valerie's controlled excitement at the sumptuous East 
Side supper club was almost unbearable in its intensity 
and she wondered, as they rose to dance to surely the 
smoothest orchestra ever heard, what was holding her 
back from crying out to everyone that she was the most 
tingling girl alive. With no pretense of bland modesty, 
she knew she looked pretty and desirable tonight, that 
there was no reason to be ashamed of her generously 
curved figure, that this boy holding her discreetly but 
knowingly was a very special young man. Alone with 
him, she dreamed there would be no mad rush to undo 
buttons. He would merely touch her and the clothes 
would fall away, all by themselves, on cue. 

Too soon, then, much too soon, she blinked and saw 
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that it was time to leave. Buddy paid what had to be 
nothing less than a monumental check, tipped the waiter 
and headwaiter well but not with an awkward teenager's 
need to overtip, and asked softly, "Shall we plunge to 
earth now?* 

She was conscious only remotely of the descent to the 
main lobby and die taxi ride to her home. Once the 
driver had swung away from the bottled early morning 
traffic and worked his way down the darkened and 
gradually emptying streets, Valerie sensed that the mo¬ 
ment had come. Buddy's long arm slid tenderly behind 
her back and he brought her to him. They were no longer 
on a drafty high-school stage, in front of a rude and 
gaping kid audience. 

They were totally alone. The driver did not exist 
Her lips parted in trust and Buddy's covered them 
with sureness, at first giving them the gentlest of protec¬ 
tion, but without warning working towards a new, ma¬ 
ture urgency. The thrill of knowledge spurted through 
her and her own arms raised to hold him, to pull him 
closer, and her mouth warmed to his love. The kiss was 
long, now tender, now writhing in promised purpose, 
and when he finally released her she discovered herself 
silently saying goodbye to an innocent, suspicious young 
child named Valerie Browning. 

"Wow;* she whispered reverently. 

Neither said anything for at least a half dozen blocks, 
nor did they even touch. When they did again, they did 
with utter spontaneity, as though they had made a prior, 
secret pact. The kiss now was so electric in its power that 
she came awake only languidly to the fact that his hand 
had lowered to her thigh. It moved downward toward 
her knee and continued on to seek the hem of her dress. 

"Darling * * she breathed, no longer able to move 
her mouth from his. "Oh, darling . . ” 

When his hand foimd her ankle and began to ascend 
her stockinged leg, she realized how grim and tawdry 



52 


WILD BODY 


was the symbol of a taxi's back seat, and cautiously 
placed her hand over his. 

“No, darling. Not here. Not here ” 

“When, Val?” he persisted, moving away slightly, his 
usually masculine voice now oddly raspy. “Tomorrow 
night?* 1 

Now was the time to talk without choosing tine pro¬ 
priety of her words. Now was the time to erase forever 
the nastiness of the dream. 

“Not tomorrow. Tonight." 

“But—where? The idea of a hotel room isn't—" 

“At my place." 

“But your fattier—" 

“He's away, dearest" Valerie whispered, “There will 
be no one there, no one but us. Will you come up?" 
“Yes" 

“And stay the night?” 

, * Yes. Yes, of course.” 


If she were to use any semblance of judgment, she told 
herself worriedly as they approached her apartment, she 
would ask him to listen to her talk for a half hour in die 
sanity of her living room before she peiroitted him to 
touch her again. They would be perfectly reasonable 
about everything. They would not impersonate the pas¬ 
sion-racked animals of the late night television shows. 
She would confess that she was a virgin, that in spite of 
anything he might have imagined she knew very little 
about the wonders she was sure he could teach her, that 
she had a great many problems of her own and that she 
couldn't just let herself— 

But judgments were to be made only at suitable 
times, weren't they? And she certainly would never 
have invited him up here if she had stopped to use 
judgment, and the most intoxicating thrill of her life 
was that he was here, so marvelously close to her. 
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Pop definitely was far, far away in New Jersey; he'd 
phoned her this very day to say hello. She switched on 
the living room's overhead light and searched, as if 
oppressed, for any sign of life. 

Seeing none, seeing with exaggerated concern only 
the tasteless chromes and glass elephants and undent 
mementos of Syd Y. Browning, long polished beyond 
luster, she turned sharply and admitted him. By the 
time she had wheeled once more, after carefully bolting 
the door, Buddy was wholly a part of her home. His 
arms stretched out and she thought she could hear 
comforting words as he called to her. 

She had stepped hungrily into his embrace and again 
had met the strength of his kisses with an alarming 
strength of her own before she noticed that the light 
was still on. 

“Buddy . . ■ 

“Are you scared?” 

“Yes. Terribly " 

You mustn t be, Vah Will you believe me? I mean 
that" 

I know you do, darling. Just-just go on being tender 
with me/' She took a painfully long, deep breath as he 
raised her off the floor, into his powerful arms. “Please 
be tender. This is my first time with a man and—" The 
unexpected, damnable rush of tears enraged her but 
she could not hold them back. "I—I'm frightened. 
Buddy” 

He carried her into her small bedroom, as though he 
knew precisely where to go, as though he had been 
there countless times before. Still completely In charge, 
he kissed her—dearly this time, fondly and devoid of 
famished expectations—and lowered her lovingly to the 
bed on which she had lain alone all her life. It didn't 
matter that her skirt folded back over her thighs as she 
lay there. There were no secrets from him any more, nor 
would there ever be. 
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Gripping her hand. Buddy sat on the edge of the 
bed and smiled approvingly down at her. His free 
hand stroked her soft yellow hair and her palms in¬ 
stinctively lifted to close over his cheeks. Everything 
was all right. The fear had magically dropped into 
the comer pocket. The harsh, naked light insisted on 
pouring in from the living room, but tills bedroom, her 
own room of love, was warmed, not insulted by the 
light. 

“I love you,” she said. 

“And I love you, Val* he nodded. “I guess I love 
you so much Fm all set to renounce the throne of Eng¬ 
land and make a big speech about it on the—how do they 
say in the Mother Country?—on the wireless.” 

“Can I run right out and sing my love on the roof¬ 
tops?” she teased. “Can I put a full page ad in the 
JSIew York Times? Can I go and tell all those pimply 
chinned goofs at school that Buddy Orlando is my 
lover? Can I run and shock everybody in town?” 

“Later,” Buddy said gravely. “Right now there's some¬ 
thing a lot better to do.” 


As if all her vital fantasies had come true without 
the vital prayers, her clothes did indeed seem to fall 
away, all by themselves. Valerie blinked once and his 
thin, deft fingers were at the significant clasps of her 
dress. She blinked again, listening dazedly to the soothing 
music she had heard tonight at the Starlight Roof, and 
saw the dress bunched at the foot of her bed. 

An automatic gasp of joy broke from Buddy's throat 
as he witnessed her, and the sensation was exhilarating. 
The month was December and the night was bouyantly 
cold, but she had neglected to wear anything under the 
dress save bra, panties, and the ctrmbrously necessary 
garter belt to hold up her stockings. His lust, basic 
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and unfettered, communicated still newer waves of ex¬ 
citement to her, 

“Youre wonderful, Val,” he confided, his eyes roving 
freely, so very appreciatively, over the obeying ripeness 
of her, taking in die uplifted breasts and cavernous 
navel and firmly white flesh which had been grown to 
be submitted to no one but Buddy Orlando, die most 
flawless thing to have ever happened to her. 

‘Take me, my dearest darling/* she heard herself say, 
in a vibrantly even voice, the kind of self-centered voice 
one must associate only with cheap doxies and the 
severest of sophisticated women. She wanted to apol¬ 
ogize, to persuade him that something cruel inside her 
had made her play a part, but it was too late. Now 
that she had begun to steer the boat of talking, she 
could no more have stopped talking than she could 
have started to step into a ring of fire. 

“Strip me, darling, and let me know you,” a dread¬ 
fully foreign voice belonging to a timid and trusting 
girl named Valerie Browning demanded. "‘Oh, touch 
me again with those wonderful fingers and take off 
everything and come meet me here, right here, and kiss 
me till there aren't any kisses left in you. Hold me, 
touch me, hold me, hold me, hold me, hold—” 

Please, no , she roared at herself, no, no, no! Dont let 
me make these obscene sounds , whafs happening to 
me, why am I carrying on like some imbecile girl from 
a confessions magazine , let me stop , he 3 too good , too 
fine for this , make me patient, make me shut my dirty 
tnouth, I hate myself for this awful thing, don’t let me 
do this dirty thing of talking like the lowest sort of 
bum . . * , 

Perched with sudden stiffness near her. Buddy glanced 
at her with a quizzical look which asked her if she'd 
honestly meant it when she’d told him fills was her 
first time, but he was not swayed to the peevish point 
of losing his balance. He refused to answer with words* 
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Instead, he leaned forward and drowned out her virulent 
talk with a fervently deep-drawn kiss as his arm crooked 
her from die sheet and his other hand undid the hook 
of her brassiere. 

There was an almost holy silence as the virtuously 
white bra was flung away and he regarded die lovely 
paleness of her bosom. A keenly fresh urgency to fight 
him overtook her and she strove to direct him once 
more with words, strove vigorously as his man’s hands 
healmgly massaged down over the young wantonness of 
her belly and over her flanks. With a minimum of 
eflort her panties had been done away with, and she 
was naked, 

“Now/' he said patiently, looking at her directly, pa¬ 
tiently, but no longer anxious to please only her, “Lets 
take stock. Fve kept my part of die bargain. I have no 
intention of being a grimy rapist, out to ruin poor little 
rich girls, IT1 ask you one simple question, if you can 
stop that smoker-car language long enough. Are we 
going to make love, or are we going to make hate?” 

“Love, love!” Valerie shrieked, “But it has to be done 
my way, don't you see? You have to turn on all the 
lights and switch on the loud jazz that moves the moun¬ 
tains, and—and do as I say! Don’t you understand? 
You're weak! Your fumbling hands, your sniveling voice, 
the stinking way you ask where die salt shaker is when 
its there, goddammit, right in front of you! You have 
to do it the way 1 tell you! You—I" 

She kept on talking, she sensed, hut there came the 
abysmal time when she knew he wasn't listening. In 
the next breath he was every bit as naked as she, and 
closing mercilessly in on her. The manly smell of his 
body was a stimulating perfume all its own, and for a 
while she could not speak, He was nearer than any 
man had ever been, and he was in charge. 

He was Buddy Orlando, die best thing that had ever 
come to her. He was taking over, despite her irresistible 
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compulsion to flail at Mm with the commanding tone 
of an independent whore, and now he was taking her 
body without feeling the need to take anything more 
than her body* His silence was frustrating. It cursed 
her and almost mastered her* She felt the magnificent 
maleness of him but, for reasons she was partially con¬ 
vinced she could decipher later, she could make her 
body respond to his without once letting him know 
it was accepting him* 

Once, maybe twice, maybe a thousand times, she 
heard him talk to her with a voice carved in love* But 
holding him and digging her fingernails lustily into his 
massively bare back, she could not reach him, 

A year later, an hour later, a second later, he stood 
at her bedside. He was fully dressed* 

“Can we talk, Val?" lie asked. The tone of his voice 
told her nothing. Was he angry? In love? Rejoicing? 
Friendly? Hopeful? 

“About what?” she said listlessly, “I have nothing to 
talk about. Oh, yes. You were good in that play* Con¬ 
gratulations/' 

‘All right. Suppose I phone you tomorrow.” 

“I expect to marry Tommy M'anville tomorrow and 
move into a life of leisure* We won't be able to afford 
a telephone. Any other questions. Runny? Excuse me* 
Buddy, isn't it? Uh—what was that question again? 
Something about phoning me, wasn't it?” 

Buddy frowned* “Pardon me, Val, I didn't mean to 
interrupt your thoughts. See you around, maybe.” 

He didn't strike her. He buttoned his coat and walked 
out of her bedroom. She hoped, before the genuine tears 
came, that he would at least slam the front door in 
rage. He didn't do that, either* She heard it close, but 
it closed with all the subdued quiet a true gentleman 
could give it. 

The next day she did not leave the apartment once, 
hoping against hope that he would come or phone. She 
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had an apologetic explanation all prepared, even though 
she recognized that no explanation was possible. She 
would beg his forgiveness, plead with him to come 
back, to hear her out, to say or do whatever he wished 
later but first to hear her apologize for having acted 
like the grossest of savages. 

The telephone rang once at a minute before mid’ 
night, imperious in the pitch dark. It was a wrong 
number. The drunken voice at the other end of the 
line demanded to know why she'd picked up the lousy 
receiver if she'd known it was a wrong number. 

Buddy never called again. 

The next time she saw him was at school, after the 
holidays had ended, after Pop had returned to New 
York with a lot less money than either of them had 
expected, but with the vociferous announcement that 
the biggest man at Warner Brothers had ordered him— 
“Not requested me, honey, but ordered me!”—to taxi 
over to the front office within a week after he hit Man¬ 
hattan again. 

In that school corridor. Buddy was ensconced in the 
flat-chested but flattering charms of Honey Sanderson. 
Honey held onto his waist m a way which challenged 
everyone to release him with anything less than a double- 
barreled shotgun. 

Buddy, once more involved in the hundred different 
other activities surrounding him, gave Valerie only a 
passing glance. It was as if she were a pretty but dutiful 
child, placed at the railing and told to wave as the 
handsome presidential candidate passed by. 

Afterward, her small bed felt more empty than ever. 
She became more acutely aware of its lumpy mattress, 
its chipped headposts. 


For a long while the thought of men was repellent 
to Valerie, purely because the thought of herself was 
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so repellent, The requests for dates increased as her 
glowingly unbelievable body blossomed into maturity, 
but she found ways to counter all invitations for dates. 
On her own she could handle anything. With a man, 
she feared, she would go the haywire route without 
meaning to, and there was no telling how quickly she 
would wind up, as the magazine stories about heartless 
nymphomaniacs promised her, on the police blotter* 
Wasn't that how they plirased it? “On the police blotter?” 

Valerie was graduated from high school, neither at 
the top nor bottom of her class and, because her chances 
for becoming a model were slim, took a job as a depart¬ 
ment-store salesgirl. Pop was pleased that she had been 
cast in such a classy store; no daughter of Syd Y. Brown¬ 
ing's would ever work at a Macy s or a GimbeFs, you 
could bet! Naturally, Pop had everything planned, with 
all his good pals on the morning and evening New 
York newspapers. They would come in, with the boss's 
blessing, and do a double-page spread on the famous 
vaudevdlian s gorgeous daughter who accepted a sales- 
girls job in order to give her the right background to 
play a love-starved shopgirl in an upcoming Broadway 
show which had been offered her because she was the 
legendary Syd Y. Browning's offspring. There would be 
enough photographs to help paper the Kensington Ave¬ 
nue apartment. 

The limbo life did not satisfy her but it contained her 
for more than a year at the department-store counter. 
The fear was constant that another decent guy might 
one day pop up to inadvertently ask for a lethal punch 
on the chin. 

The days were drenched in selling perfume. The eve¬ 
ning s were laced with pious yet enthusiastic sermons on 
how Pops dearest pal, Anthony Burgess, would turn 
her overnight into the hottest star to hit the main stem 
since Katherine Hepburn and transfer him. Pop, bade 
to headliner status. Her nights were filled with memories 
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of Buddy, the one boy who had counted; bitter and 
mournful memories erupted at the worst times, at the 
moments they shouldn't have. She saw herself as a nine- 
color jigsaw puzzle with several of die big pieces in¬ 
explicably missing. 

Herb Graham came on the scene at what was fairly 
close to the right time. He worked at the next large 
counter, in men's furnishings. He was big, brash and 
imperturbably young, the type of perpetual jokesmith 
who enjoyed running stag movies after dark for his 
friends and who liked to backslap girls with the same 
vigor he used to backslap men. 

When a girl found herself in need of a jiffy-service 
despicable man. Herb Graham was available, 

“There's this movie at the Trans-Lux tonight,” Herb 
confided one afternoon after lunch. “Before the credits, 
even, you see the chick and the cat in the ballroom 
together, but I mean starkol Nuzzling it up, you know! 
Real blue, but it'll win aU the Oscars 'cause it's made in 
Italy. You wanna take it in?” 

There surely was nothing to be gained from knowing 
him, but the open-faced breeziness appealed to her at 
an intolerably lonely moment and she agreed to go 
with him. True to his promise, the movie that evening 
did start off with a sensuous bang; the kissing on the 
wide screen was fervent and roof-caving, there were 
sneaky but arty shots of the heroine's thigh and the 
hero's hand ambling toward that thigh, and the effect 
made Herb visibly restless. He breathed heavily, turned 
and twisted nervously in his seat, purposely or acci¬ 
dentally brushed against Valerie a little too often for 
comfort, and gave her the impression that she wasn't 
a date so much as a convenience, 

I am, Valerie thought, in the company of an oddball. 
On the way home, his talk centered solely on the 
film's terrific frankness, and hadn't those scenes charged 
her up the way they'd charged him up? The gal's 
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anatomy had been the craziest and the guys manner 
with her had been way out. At her door, the harmless 
Dr, Jekyll turned abruptly into a huffing, puffing Mr. 
Hyde, and he made a determined, impudent thrust at 
her, insultingly goaded by the action in the movie, 
which annoyed her. Feeling no anger toward him per¬ 
sonally, she slapped his hand away and imperiously 
dug into her purse for her key. 

“Hey, what's the picture?” he objected, markedly of¬ 
fended, <f What was that stuif for?” 

“You have the wrong girl tonight. Herb” she replied, 
without an edge in her voice, “You need that girl in 
the movie. Maybe if you rush back to the Trans-Lux 
shell be waiting for you * 

“What are you, anyway?'" he complained, “Neurotic?” 

Only when she finished undressing for bed did the 
boomerang strike, He was detestable and coarsely im« 
mature. But now, alone in the dully bed, she wanted 
him. 

The want she did not understand grew to a need 
she did not understand in the course of the next week 
of seeing Herb stalking merrily around die adjoining 
counter. He was so civil to her, so damned friendly and 
outgoing, that she wondered fieetmgly if she'd just 
imagined that he'd made such a stormy play for her 
at the door. When he asked her again for a date, she 
accepted. Unlike Buddy Orlando, he was safe. He was 
George Wister with horns but, if she worked the game 
right, altogether manageable* 

His two-room apartment in the Bronx was compact 
and, for a bachelor's, unusually tidy. For every copy 
of a family magazine there were nine or ten other 
magazines to be seen, devoted to womens nude charms. 
The bedroom walls were fairly plastered with cheese¬ 
cake pictures* 

Herb skittered about, chattering disconnectedly, as 
Valerie sat primly on the over stuffed couch. 
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“Drink, honey?” he offered, never really looking her 
way. “I got the best-stocked bar on the Grand Con¬ 
course. Scotch and soda, rye and ginger. Name it” 

“No, thanks. Nothing * 

“Well,” he grinned, after placing a stack of long- 
playing albums on the phonograph. “I guess the good 
or animal magnetism finally came through, right? Class 
always tells ” 

“How's that?” 

“Magnetism. Energy. Contact It took you a while to 
catch on that Fm a pretty good joe, after all But you 
bad to have time to muU it over, right?” 

“Yes. I wanted to be sure,” 

“That's right,” he nodded amiably. "They all come 
around in time, they all finally see that Herb Graham 
knows the recipe for taking care of good little chicks. 
Listen, I could tell you stories'd make your hair curb 
When I was out saving the country in Chinju, there 
were these twin gook gals. Two of 'em, sisters. They 
both went for me like I was the answer to a maiden s 
prayer and they start fighting over me. Well, I refereed 
that battle tooty-sweety, I says, 'Kids, why don't the 
three of us— * 

“Herb,” she snapped. 

“WhaT 

“Aren't we wasting an awful lot of time?” 

“Oh. Uh—you mean now, right?” 

In the next room together, he was exactly what she 
had hoped he would be: pliable, utterly controllable. 
The brash boasts were put away, not to return for 
another hour when she gave him an opportunity to 
speak. In his weary single bed she took charge, instruct¬ 
ing him so pointedly to be a man that it took almost no 
time to wither him. He was accountably weak because 
he could be so easily manipulated. 

They saw each other in his Bronx apartment seven 
times after that night, and each time a shade more of 
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his attempts at masculinity were subtly hacked away by 
her control. He was so dim, she observed, that the 
clear fact that she was using him for something demean¬ 
ing and nasty never appeared to occur to him. 

The vicious affair ended only when she learned that 
he was swaggering around the store, gossiping to any 
one who would listen that he had made the Browning 
chick a dozen times, that he had her in the palm of 
his hot hand The revelation of his kiss-and-tell brag¬ 
gadocio did not enrage her, curiosuly, or even surprise 
her, but she knew that she could not continue with him. 
Although she was the one who called a halt to their 
private meetings, the affair left her with menacing 
wounds to her pride and self-esteem, AH of it had been 
wrong, hateful, sick* The memories of it rocked her with 
a sense of impending doom, and reinforced her belief 
that she was wandering in outer space and would 
never again be able to rest with a man who was whole 
and complete. The merciless compulsion to strike out 
and hurt, to hurt not only the man but herself, was 
hideously possessing her. Love was something for other 
people, and a term used in tennis. • . . 


The sleepwalk through the house of her own horrors 
hadnt been so long ago. Now, in her own room, the 
recollection of Buddy Orlando and all that she might 
have been for a better man jarred her into an enveloping 
depression. The kind which got harder and harder to 
deal with. 

Exhausted, she gazed dumbly at the ashtray. She'd 
smoked nearly half a pack of cigarettes. She reached 
up and switched off the bed light, 

‘ The springs creaked as she lowered herself for sleep. 
From the front room came the old, scratchy phono graph 
records that Pop played over and over m his most 
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melancholy moods, as if summoning up images of the 
past would lessen the hurt inside him. 

Her hands went to her ears, shutting off the noise of 
the music, quieting the sounds of his singing, *1 found 
my love in Av-a-lon * . 

One day she would be out of all this. One day she 
would leam how to fold the ten-foot pole with dignity. 
One day she would be free of Pop and of his ability to 
terrify her* 
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Valebee wakened to the burnished morning with what 
seemed to her a sudden and wonderful rush of clarity* 
She danced under the prickling needles of the shower 
and thought things through. She was no longer working 
long hours at starvation wages under the harsh eyes of 
floor managers. She was earning hex own way with a 
decent salary. Her new career was of a kind that would 
shock most folks—including Pop—but the work was legiti¬ 
mate and, unless Penny Wallis or her like appeared on 
the scene to upset the apple cart* Valerie had a future* 

She would leave this dreary apartment full of name¬ 
less mysteries and frustrations, and move to Denning- 
dale, near the theatre* 

Pop had already left, probably on his way to some 
Broadway cafeteria, where he would sit with his cronies 
through die late morning and afternoon and gaily 
mourn the passing of the nationwide two-a-day. Valerie 
dried herself vigorously and dressed in a gray sweater 
and pleated skirt. As the coffee perked, she discovered 
herself humming. Then, realizing the song was Avalon, 
she switched from it immediately to something else, as 
if there were something decadent in the melody of tiiat 
song. She was exuberant this morning and it pleased 
her that she wasn't stopping to ask herself why, in spite 
of the overwhelming depression of last night. Nuts, she 
told herself as she cooked up a batch of cereal, there's 
too much for me to gain to be crying into the oatmeal. 
Miss Browning begins a new day. And, by golly, a new 
Ufel 
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She took the tube train under the Hudson to Denning- 
dale, Near the theatre she saw Lucyanne entering a diner. 
She followed her in* exchanging greetings and had a 
second breakfast which consisted of coffee and juice. 
Lucyanne, too, wore a sweater, and clusters of men 
were politely fighting to sit at the counter next to them. 

“So I could overhear them talking, chile” Lucyanne 
was explaining. "Jeanne and Chuck Norman. They 
both think you're the greatest thing since the sputnik,” 

Valerie smiled as though nothing could surprise her 
today. "You're smoking weed, Lu,” she said in a half- 
believing encouragement. 

"So help me! Chuck says he's keeping Wallis on be¬ 
cause she's billed but he wouldn't have her again if she 
calls him Cary Grant and spreads her loving arms. He 
was asking Jeanne whether you could be molded into 
taking strip spot ” 

"Honest?'* Valerie spontaneously grabbed for the girFs 
hand and couldn't help thinking, 1 knew it when 1 woke 
up—this is my lucky day! 

Lucyanne was nodding eagerly, drawn into the joy 
of having contributed such a prize to the Florian, "You 
just ought to have heard the way he raved. He said 
not only do you have the kind of shape the audiences 
will cry for if you get a spotlight on you, but he says as 
how you radiate something special, an indefinable ap¬ 
peal. How do you like that from Chuck Norman? I'm 
telling you, he was flipping his wig,” 

"Where was Jeanne Verdun through all this?” 

“Nodding her fool head off” Lucyanne exclaimed. 
"She agreed, said you had something basic. How's the 
word go again? Sensu . * ■* 

"Sensuous?” 

“Sensuous,” Lucyanne averred. “‘Basic sensuortisness* 
is the way she phrased it. Said your movements are 
real, natural” 

Valerie smiled impishly. “She should know,” 
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"So you re set, ehilet You just stick with Lucyaime. I 
steer you right, don’t I?” 


The two girls walked in through the stage door en¬ 
trance and Valerie made a point of walking quickly. 
Hoke McQuade was talking with Henry the doorman. 

Hoke looked up and greeted her with a tentative 
grin, but she hurried through the hall and climbed die 
circular stairway. Lueyanne, who had often tried to 
attract Hoke’s interest, followed her up die stairs and 
nudged Valerie. Too out of your mind, Val? Hes just 
trying to be nice " 

Certainly her voice was brittle enough as she an¬ 
swered: “Mr. McQuade is to me what I am to Penny 
Wallis. Does that make sense? IVe got to be careful, 
Lu” 

Valerie was pleasantly encouraged by the reception 
she got from the girls in the dressing room. They had 
completely abandoned the deep-freeze act. Now they 
were calling, “Hi, Vail” and “Hello, champ!” as she 
entered. She felt a bit scornful of their unqualified ac¬ 
ceptance of her but she knew her forcefulness with 
the Enemy yesterday afternoon had made her a heroine, 
had stamped her as a taisted friend. She responded 
gracefully, becoming part of their wise-cracking group. 
At the moment she was seeing herself not as a Browning 
against the world, but as Browning with a world A 
world full of wonderful people—and hope. 

“You ready for round two?” Ginger asked, moving 
past Valerie and tousling her hair. Ginger had been, 
perhaps, the most competitive and hostile of the girls, 
but now her easy warmth seemed to signify that all 
animosity had melted. Ginger was a rangy redhead with 
pale white skin and long, slender legs. 

'The main bout’s over,” Valerie laughed, undressing, 
and adding, “I hope,” 
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Camaraderie pervaded the troupe as it elatteringly de¬ 
scended the stairway to the wings. Some of the new 
costumes had arrived and they were all dressed uni - 
formly now for the opening number, 

*'See what I mean? 1 * Lucyanne declared, delighted 
fey the whirlwind turn of events, “Give just a little and 
theyll work like the devil loving you up!* Valerie nodded. 
As she reached the bottom of the stairs, Hoke stood 
still with Henry and she focused her eyes away, freezing 
to everything but the work ahead of her. Only once did 
her attention sway and that was when she caught sight 
of Dick Hutchins, He was timidly laughing at something 
a tall and intense man was saying. The taU man was, 
she recalled, Brandy Keefer or Keefe or O'Keefe, Hoke's 
straight man, Valerie frowned and paused a moment 
before she followed the girls on stage. Lucyanne asked 
what was wrong. 

‘That eager-beaver crowding Dick," she replied. 
“What gives with him? He's gazing at the kid like he's 
getting ready to swallow the canary,” 

“Didn't I tell you about Brandy Keefe? We could all 
flap the charm in front of him and he wouldn't notice 
us. He's queer as a seven-dollar bill after taxes * 

"And he's trying to make Dick?” 

Lucyanne glanced back and raised an eyebrow. “From 
die way it looks, he's succeeding* 

Keefe was a giant of a man with no outward signs of 
effeminacy, but his protective manner toward the fright¬ 
ened Dick gave off an aura of weird seductiveness that 
seemed to cloud the free-and-easy life backstage. 

Dick, involved in conversation with him, appeared 
unaware of Valerie and this satisfied her. She proceeded 
to the stage. 

The rehearsal helped to iron out whatever kinks had 
cropped up the day before. Penny Wallis went through 
her number with the full troupe, but kept bottled inside 
herself what venom she may have been secreting, Oo 
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casionally, she glowered at the industrious Valerie, that 
was all. Valerie, on her part, concentrated completely 
on her work. She remained a part of the line, seeking 
no individuality, until Chuck Norman made his two 
o'clock entrance, then she inhaled a little more deeply 
and danced with a trifle more sensuous fervor than 
she had before. She noticed him staring at her and 
poking at Jeannes ribs once or twice. She took this 
to mean she was distinctly on her way , . . 

The rehearsal was set up to be shorter and much 
less exhausting than yesteniays, for there would be 
two performances of this weeks show tonight and the 
girls needed a reserve of strength, Jeanne stopped Valerie 
on the way back to the dressing room to suggest that, 
although Valerie's part m the show didn't start till 
Monday, it might be a good idea to stay and watch 
from out front tonight, to get the feel of a show in ac¬ 
tion, Valerie agreed. 

“And you might give a little thought to developing an 
act of youi own, sweetie, if that interests you," Jeanne 
said. 

Valerie pretended surprise. “Fd love to, Jeanne, 

“Just keep it under your bonnet for a week or so. 
Don't mention it to the kids. Once we get rolling we'll 
try to work something out” 

“Thanks so much, Jeanne,” 

As Valerie dressed, she remarked to Lucyanne that 
she was staying for the evening and how would it be 
if they had dinner together? 

“You been noticing the so-near-and-yet-sorfar looks 
Hoke has been throwing your way?” Lucyanne asked, 

“Look, Cupid, I asked you! Do we have a date or 
don't we?” 

“Sure, sure, chile! I guess Fm just a marriage broker 
at heart. If you wanna, we can pitch in and buy some 
hamburger and take it up to my mansion, I have a gas 
range there and well be able to save some loot” 
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“All right," Valerie said, "But remember, no moon¬ 
light-and-roses talk” 

As she descended the stairway for what seemed to 
be the hundredth time that day, she smiled at Dick 
Hutchins who was shyly waiting for her, 

“Hi, Dick, Be on your good behavior tonight. I'm 
catching the show.” 

“Really? Swell, Valerie, I don't suppose you, , , I don't 
guess you'd want to have dinner with me tonight, would 
you?” 

Valerie chucked him under the chin as she passed. 
“Another time for sure, okay?” She continued to walk 
on but the tail of her eye caught Brandy Keefe. He 
was staring at her and a guarded resentment crossed his 
face, as if her friendly intimacy with Dick was a form 
of treading on private property. 

She bristled at Brandy's resentment and discovered 
herself glaring at him. But she kept walking. 

Lucyannes single room was a fourth-floor walk-up 
that grimly overlooked a dank courtyard. There was a 
huge double bed, a few unrelated chairs and tables, a 
kitchenette, a tiny bathroom, and a group of kewpie 
dolls and carnival kniekknacks that mildly offended 
Valeries eye. 

“Go on, say it * Lucyanne giggled as she kicked the 
door shut and carried her share of the food packages to 
the sink stand. “Say you haven't ever been in such a 
beautiful apartment." 

Valerie laughed and went to help her. 4 Tm enthralled. 
This reminds me of my summer home on the Riviera.” 

“Landlady told me ahead of time this room over¬ 
looked the river* What she meant was that it overlooks 
It completely,” 

“What do you pay, Lu?" 

“Fourteen a week. And they keep reminding me 
that's the controEed price! Can you imagine?" 




WILD BODY 


71 


Valerie set to work on the dinner and said guardedly* 
“Would you take in a dizzy blonde as a roommate?** 

“You? Val, that would be terrific. Move in today, 
tomorrow, any time you say!” 

“Okay, it's a deal, even before I check to see how 
the plumbing works. Give me till about Monday. IH 
clear up some tilings at home and move in my Gideon 
Bible next week." 

They prepared the meal with blithe animation, and 
joyfully agreed that they would make a good partner¬ 
ship. Their relish for the food was heightened by Lucy- 
aime's excited plans. As she talked, Valerie listened and 
offered suggestions for space-saving and working out a 
system for privacy. 

“And any time you want the castle for yourself,” Lucy- 
anne said, “lemme know and Ill make myself scarce* 
Like if you wanna entertain a gentleman friend or 
something." 

Valerie picked at her food and replied, “There won't 
be a gentleman friend or something. As far as I'm con¬ 
cerned, Im quite willing to move into a convent-type 
cell.” 

There was a speculative pause as Lucy anne studied 
her. “Val, maybe this isn't my business—” 

“Such as what?” 

“How come you treat men like you're ready to drill 
them full of holes? As I say, it's not my business—” 

“I love you, Lu, but you re right. It isn't your busi¬ 
ness.” 

“I mean to say, you're as human as anybody else 
and » . 

“And it isn't your business, honey. So shut up the 
face and eat your caviar ” 

A self-assured knock sounded on the door and both 
girls looked up, “Who would that be?” Lucyaime won¬ 
dered aloud. 

Still wearing a puzzled expression, Lucyanne opened 
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the door. An involuntary tingle danced through Valerie 
when Hoke McQuade glided in. 

“Merry Christmas, everyone” he bellowed, and 
plunked a cardboard box of pastry into Lucyaime's 
hands, “God bless us all and Tiny Tim, I always say. 
Last time I . , ” He stopped when he saw Valerie, It 
was either genuine surprise, she thought, or an excellent 
performance. 

“Well, aren’t I lucky?” Lucyanne mockingly protested 
“Who invited you?” 

'‘Gosh, fm sorry. I didn’t mean to bust anything up. 
Hi, Val” 

Her eyes raised to meet his. She convinced herself 
that none of this smacked of conspiracy between Lucy¬ 
anne and Hoke. 

She tried to keep from smiling. But she faded. “Hello, 
Hoke. Have some instant coffee ” 

Hoke needed no more inducements. He entered the 
room and stood still only until he heard Lucyanne close 
the door. 

Then he advanced to the table, never taking his keen 
eyes from Valerie and asked, “You mean the frost is off 
the pumpkin?” 

“Apparently,” Valerie chuckled, and rose quickly to 
escape to the kitchenette, “Park, pal, and Ill find a cup,” 

She puttered about the sink, keeping her back to him, 
as she heard Lucyanne explain that she, Valerie, would 
be the new star boarder in tire house. She heard him 
express congratulations. She listened to the small talk 
for as long as she could without making her non-par- 
tidpation noticeable. And at the same time, she listened 
to the beat of her heart, to its insistent rhythm, reminding 
her that she was compellingly drawn to him. 

“I didn’t know we’d be neighbors this fast, Hoke 
said when she turned from the sink. 

“Neighbors?” 
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"Oh, didn't I tell you, Val?" Lucyanne shrugged pret¬ 
tily. “Hoke lives on the floor below * 

Valerie slowly sat down. “No, you didn't tell me—* 
Hoke apparently detected the sudden pall, for he 
laughed harshly and barked, "Hey, when do the friends 
and relatives get to view the body? A guy has got to 
live somewhere, hasn't he?” 

The small talk took an upbeat, finally, after Lucyaime 
cut the cake. Valerie found herself responding happily 
to Hoke and managed to forget that they'd ever ex* 
changed a cross word. It was, she repeated to herself, 
her lucky day. She had been able to check her shoulder 
chip at the door and as a result she felt fresher, more 
alive—actually lighthearted 
* * , So Brandy tells me if I don't quit stepping on 
his ad libs during the show, he’s gonna * * Hoke was 
saying as the fearsome noise from a buzzer sounded in 
the room a few minutes later. He ceased talking and 
Lucyanne jumped up and opened the door. Someone's 
voice came from die first floor. “Sny-derl Phonel* 

“Ah, Its Darryl Zanuck,” Lucyanne asserted. “He*s 
gonna beg all over again for me to fly out to California 
and do that picture with Montgomery CMt. Tsk, how 
many times must I say no?" 

She left the room and ran down the steps, two at a 
time, 

Hoke and Valerie, now alone, looked at each other, 
"You were saying?" Valerie breathed, 

A sudden and complete change had overtaken Hoke. 
He was no longer the good-natured, bellowing clown. 
His hand moved out for her hand and seriousness creased 
his face, 

“Val , , a * he began* 

She got up and escaped once more to the kitchenette, 
"You were telling us about Brandy, What about Brandy?” 
"Val, I went home and tried to bum out my tongue 
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for talking out of trim to you. I’m a screwball and an 
idiot, but I didn’t mean to hurt you. Honestly.” 

"Let’s forget it, Hoke," 

"You’re in me, Val,” he said quietly, still sitting. "I’m 
falling for you so fast I feel like a busted parachute.” 

Valerie gripped the edge of a dish and shut her eyes, 
struggling to keep the tears from forming. “Hoke, 
don’t—” 

“Is this all a surprise, Val?” 

“Did you know I’d be here?” she asked tonelessly. 

“Yeah. I’ve been dreaming day and night. Val, it’s 
love ...” 

The tears welled up. She faced the wall and pleaded 
with herself to use common sense, to go slow. 

Then his hands were tenderly clutching her shoulders 
and the touch sparked electricity through her. He brought 
her around to him* 

“Val,” he whispered. “It's for real ” 

And instantly her coral Ups opened to meet bis t and 
the fire of his kiss made her grasp at him greedily. For 
seconds she shuttled between fighting him and fighting 
herself. Each touch of his fingers sent agonizing thrills 
through her as she enveloped herself in forgetfulness 
to enjoy and share the kiss with him. 

But suddenly she jolted away from him and darted 
to die other side of the room, 

"Va!, honey, what's the matter?” 

"Go away, Hoke. Please, Hoke, please go away” 

*Tve got to have you, VaL” 

“No. No, go away. Don't talk. Just go away ” 

There was a heavy and painful silence. Then he said, 
"Yeah, Til go, Val. But neither of us is going to get off 
this easy,” 

She heard the door close. She sank to the couch and 
her nails dug harshly into the tender skin of her palms. 
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The tAKT show broke at 11:35, Valerie rose from her 
last-row seat and hurried out of the theatre, unwilling 
to face either Hoke or Dick. 

ft was foolish, she thought as she walked briskly to 
the coffee shop opposite Lucyanne’s rooming house, to 
have convinced herself she would go back to Manhattan 
after the show. Now she was tired and drained and she 
could find no energy left to brave the late trains. Lucy- 
anne would let her sleep overnight in the room, but Pop 
would first have to be informed of her plans. She sat 
staring at the coffee a hungry-eyed counterman had 
brought her and she restrained the impulse to phone 
Pop. From this seat she would be able to see Lueyanne 
appear and she didn’t want to miss her. Pop, however, 
would have to know where she was going to spend the 
night. 

She asked the counterman to change a half-dollar for 
her. He leered at her harmlessly and, taking her coin, 
asked, “How do you want it? In two-dollar bills?” 

“You’re a riot, Mr, Berle, Now please let me have the 
change” 

He made a soft, clucking noise through his teeth as 
he brought die change to her. She took one swift look 
out of the window and then got up to go back to the 
telephone booth. She realized for the first time, as she 
walked back, that there were only men in the coffee 
shop, ten or twelve of them. One man, old and gnarled, 
was busy blowing on his soup and did not look up; but 
all talk, all activity ceased as her high heels clicked 
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rhythmically on the hard floor. They were examining 
her, she felt, as though nods from their heads were 
the opening sesames that would magically bring her 
running to them, ready to drive away loneliness, in¬ 
adequacy and defeat. She. kept her eyes from them and 
tried to wrap her body in a cloak of outraged virtue. 
She sat in the booth and clanked the door shut 

Nervously, breathing deeply, she dropped the coins 
in the slot and dialed the number. Why, she objected, 
did she always have this queer feeling when she was 
about to make contact with him? 

Syd’s voice was worried. “Hello?” 

TPo P r 

Wal, where you at? Anything wrong? You didn't 
call I . * “ 

“Nothing's wrong, Pop, I just got tied up. I'm staying 
with one of the girls tonight” 

“You all right?” 

“Yes, yes, I'm fine, Are you , . . are you okay?” 

“I was worried about you, Val. Didn't hear, didn’t 
know. You're with a girl friend? ' 

“Yes. Everything’s all right. Pop, Don't worry. Hi 
see you tomorrow ” 

“I was terrible worried, Val, This afternoon X . . .* 

Why did he have to play at third-degreeing? “Pop, 
please, I simply worked late tonight and I had dinner 
and I forgot the time” 

There was an embarrassed pause. “I was in the store 
today, Val,” he said, his voice unnatural, “I wanted to 
say hello. The manager with the carnation in his button¬ 
hole says you don’t work there any more.” 

Valerie brought the receiver closer to her ear and 
closed her eyes. It was a shoddy thing she’d done, she 
knew. She had never really lied to him before. And so 
when Pop stumbled across an untruth—particularly one 
that wasn’t necessary—his pain would be all the harder 
to bear. Poor Fop, she thought. He had probably con- 
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jured up a thousand things to think about her by this 
time. 

"Pop, I’m sony. Ill see you tomorrow. Ill explain 
everything then” 

“Listen to me, Val. I never beat you, or spanked you, 
or anything like that, did I? You don’t have to be 
afraid to tell me things. I got a right to know what’s 
happening to my little girl” 

His forthrightness was curiously stirring to Valerie 
and she gripped the receiver tightly in self-loathing* 

“Please, Pop. Im all right. ITl see you tomorrow” 

She hung up. 

Fighting the anxiety that threatened to show in her 
face, die left the booth and Pop’s concerned voice be^ 
hind her. By now a few of the more assertive men had 
organized themselves enough to throw her a come-on. 
But, ignoring them, she hastened to die cashier, and 
dropped a dime near the cash register. She went outside 
to meet the bracing night air. 

Moving out of the Manhattan fiat was of paramount 
importance now. In order that she might survive, she 
would have to move away from him. 

Fifteen minutes later, having waited in front of 
Lucyanoes building, she saw the petite girl bound up 
to her. "Val,” Lucyanne greeted her gaily, “you guard¬ 
ing die old homestead?” 

"Hey, Lu. Can you bunk a lady for the night?” 

“With pleasure I” the other replied, and took Valerie’s 
arm. She led Valerie up the stairs and once they were 
behind the closed door, she added, "I can do more 
than that, chile. I can take you with me to a party 
in—” she glanced at the mantel dock, then continue^ 
“—in exactly forty-five minutes/' 

Valerie sank to the bed and kicked her shoes off. 
The oldTashioned squeaky double bed felt luxuriously 
comfortable* “Not unless the Aga Khans going to be 
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cm deck, Lti, and ready to offer exotic burnt offerings, 
I just want to snuggle with a pillow and saw wood/ 1 
Lucyanne kept busy as she listened. She removed her 
sweater and skirt and padded to the shower* “Excuse 
the hustle-bustle, chile, but Mr. Harpers calling for 
me, expecting I should be all dolled up die second he 
gets here. And I don't want to keep Mr, Harper waiting 
around. Talk while 1 go into my famous milk bath, 
okay?” 

“Okay,” Valerie laughed and followed into the bath¬ 
room as Lucyanne turned on the shower and stepped 
into the tub. She had, Valerie decided, die kind of 
body that wouldn't betray its promises in the desperate 
clinches. It was a cuddly, attractive and altogether fem¬ 
inine body, and did much credit to Lucyanne, 

“How'd you like the ballet tonight?” Lucyanne asked* 
“Not bad at all,” Valerie replied, thinking about it 
now for the first time. “Just rowdy enough to keep an 
audience keyed up. I liked those gyrations of yours in 
the Painted Dolls number, Lu.” 

“Ah!” Lucyanne scoffed. “A three-year-old could have 
done that, a three-year-old with a shape, Hoke sure 
brings the house down, doesn't he?” 

Valerie had to admit to herself that when he was 
onstage she was conscious of no one else. Within the 
limitations of a hastily contrived show, Hoke's comedy 
had shown a kind of artistry. And despite the fright 
w r ig, the chin whiskers and the putty nose, she'd rec¬ 
ognized his good looks and his ability to charm. 

“Yes,” she granted. Then she changed the subject 
“Here, let me get you a towel.” 

“You sure you don't want to make the party, Val?” 
“Very sure. What sort of party is it, by the way?” 
She faltered halfway through the question, remembering 
that Lucyanne had inferred there was something off- 
limits about these after-midnight balls* Or had Valerie 
only imagined that? 
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Lucyaime impishly smiled as she accepted the towel 
and returned quickly to the front room, '"The kind 
where, when you re on the way home, you have enough 
loot to afford additions to die wardrobe.” 

"You mean—?” Valerie inquired, immediately feeling 
unguarded and naive, 

“Yeah. Haven't you heard about sex, chile?” 

Valerie was undressing for bed as she watched the 
seemingly innocent girl dry herself vigorously and search 
for the clothes she wanted to wear. It seemed fantastic, 
Valerie drought. Delinquent, moronic women attended 
these orgies, not Buttery Southern belles like Lucyanne. 
Once more Valerie realized how little she knew about 
people. 

“How long has this been going on?” 

Lucyaime shrugged gaily. “Oh, just about forever. 
Val, you look like you just saw mommy kissing Santa 
Clausl How do you dunk the kids in the troupe get those 
expensive coats and things? From shaking the taillights 
on stage twice a night? Get wise, differ 

Valerie, m bed, lit a cigarette, ‘Tm learning fast” 

"I got it all figured out, honey, and so do the other 
kids on the line. We don't hate money. So call us names, 
stick your tongue out at us, if that's your little oY heart's 
desire, but at the end of the week we get some cabbage 
in the stocking and it helps to pay for die cough med¬ 
icine. Oh, yeah, I raised my eyebrows, too, when Cathy 
gave me the low down on how I could join them and 
get some kicks. Back in Tennessee we would have been 
shot for less. But I like gold. I figger I'm showing the 
pink body at the Florian and Chuck Norman pays me 
for it So why not show it for what the big boys on 
Barrow Avenue pay, too? Simple, right? Oops, it s getting 
late. Gotta speed it up,” 

Later, alone, Valerie pulled the covers over her head 
and chided herself for having been so unaware of the 
life around her. She could have expected this kind of 
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shenanigans from Cathy, say, or Ginger or Sue, Or 
Penny Wallis. But she recalled Lucyanne as the shy 
and sweet kid from the department store. 

As she felt the warming fingers of sleep soothing her f 
Valerie vowed that, come hell or high water or poverty, 
she would never make her fortune tfurt way. 


At quarter-past ten the next morning Valerie entered 
the New York apartment, hoping to pack quickly, hoping 
against hope that Pop would not be on hand. But she 
heard her name whined the moment she closed the 
door. 

He was calling from his room. She was tentatively 
startled. Pop had always been an early riser. 

When she came to him she saw nothing particularly 
different in his face. His cheeks were, as always, red 
and healthy, But his eyes were vacant and his jaw hung 
weakly. She hoped he would not request an hour-by- 
hour account of what she had been doing while away 
from him, 

“You all right, Val?” he asked quietly, 

“What about you, Pop? Why are you in bed?” 

“Not feeling so hot today, Val,” 

New anger seethed in Valerie as she resented what 
she was sure was a typical Browning performance. When¬ 
ever reality crowded in on Syd, whenever he could 
not have his way, he quite conveniently took to his 
bed and affected illness. She refused to take a part in 
this comedy, 

“Oh, by the way,” he said, obviously skirting his own 
desire to ask her importunate questions, “that boy 
Hutchins called again this morning. Made me get up 
out of bed to answer. I told him 1 didn't know any 
more than he did of your whereabouts. He said some¬ 
thing about missing you at the Florian, That's the bur¬ 
lesque in Dermingdale, isn't it, Val? I tried to ask him 
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about it but he must have figured he had already let 
too many cats out of the bag, so he . . ” 

"Well, it’s true. Tm working there” 

Syd paused* His breath was coming tight and wheezy* 
^That's what I figured ” 

Valerie moved to her room* She reached for dresses* 
shoes, underwear and the bulky suitcase under her 
bed* She packed hastily, as if speed would banish all 
her disturbing thoughts. 

When she had finished she stopped in on him once 
more. He was still in bed, now watching her with half- 
dosed eyes that indicated nothing she could fathom. 

She drew together her smatterings of courage and 
said, Tm leaving. Pop, Fm moving in with Lucyaime 
Snyder in Denningdale” 

“Val,” he said in a whine that might have manifested 
genuine heartbreak or an attempt to win sympathy, 
*How come this? All so fast. What did I do to make 
you turn against me?” 

‘Tm not against you, Pop, I just don't like living on 
a cloud. It s too slippery,” 

Unable to prolong the scene, she turned and headed 
for the door. She placed the suitcase on the floor long 
enough to put a few dollars on the bureau. Then she 
opened the door and walked out. 

It was a good feeling* she thought on the train back 
to New Jersey, this feeling that a terrible burden had 
been lifted from her shoulders. But, mingled with her 
delicious sense of freedom was also a hair-raising anxiety 
for what the future might bring. 
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The grapevine news, during the hectic days following, 
had it that Hoke was dating Sandra, one of the line 
girls, Valerie couldn't help wondering if Sandra might 
be one of the bright lights at the after-hour parties. 

But there wasn't much time for dwelling on this 
matter or anything else except work. She had deter¬ 
minedly enveloped herself in rehearsing for the show, 
ready to open in a few nights. She had improved her 
relations with the troupe, and continued to impress 
Jeanne and Chuck, Occasionally she would see Hoke 
or he would see her and there would be a jagged moment 
or two of forced talk. But she would never permit her 
defenses to lower, and she brushed off all his requests 
to see her and spend some time with her. On Sunday, 
the night before die new show was to open, he managed 
to comer her in a corridor, and declare, “Look, Val, 
this isn't any good. I've got to get together with you, 
A half-hour, fifteen minutes" 

“Hoke," she objected, “why can't you take a hint? I 
don't have the time to involve myself with you, or with 
anyone else. And let go of my arm, I don't like Tar- 
zans" 

“You've got the time for the Hutchins kid " he pointed 
out gruffly, letting her know that he was conscious of 
her foolish stooping to adolescent recrimination. 

“Yes, I have time for him. That's true,” she agreed. 
She had allowed Dick Hutchins to latch on to her 
since she had moved to Denningdalc, She had overheard 
a few of the girls wondering aloud if she and Dick 
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were to be considered an item. But explanations would 
have been complicated. It would have been impossible 
to explain that Dick was a safety valve to her. As long 
as she sat at cafe tables with him and exchanged harm¬ 
less talk with him, there was no driving need to think 
of anything else, Dick was a man, but a man who 
couldn't possibly bring her any grief, “I have time for 
Dick/' she said, “but Fm not scared of Dick, There. Is 
that honest and direct enough for you?" 

“I don't go around frightening little girls, Val.” 

"Please, Hoke, let me alone. We started something 
that I'm not able to finish. You should know by now 
I'm the kiss-of-death lady ” 

"Oh, quit being so mysterious and exotic and come 
have a beer so we , , * 

Suddenly Sandra appeared, dripping grim honey. 
“Hokel I've been looking under every rock for you," 

Sandy was a commercially pretty girl with paprika 
hair and a good figure. She gripped Hoke's hand as if 
he were in danger of falling through a trap door. 4t Qh* 
hello, Valerie," she acknowledged snidely. “You taking 
my lover-boy away from me?" 

“Not at all*" Valerie assured her, “He's all yours* 
Sandra ” 

"Val, listen,” Hoke protested, but she was halfway to 
the street door by now, Dick Hutchins meekly waited 
outside and she gingerly slipped her hand under his 
arm. 

“Hello, Valerie," he said timidly. 

Impulsively her lips pecked at his cheek. He stood in 
a kind of agonized delight. 

“Hyah, honey?” She smiled, "Come on. Our coffee’s 
getting cold.” 

So far, she was partially convinced* she was ahead. 
No one could crowd her unless she wanted to be 
crowded. 

They walked across the street, side-stepping rain 
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puddles, and Dick gave every evidence of being alarmed 
by her warm though sudden friendliness. They had spent 
much time together and they had had many weightless 
conversations. But she never had exuded such warmth 
and closeness. He beamed beneath the glow of her treat¬ 
ment, yet quaked, too. 

"Gee, you seem in wonderful condition tonight, Val¬ 
erie.” 

"I'm in top condition, honey,” she averred and guided 
him to a nearby coffee shop. "Let's find the gang. I think 
they're at the big table * 

They entered and saw most of the members of the pit 
band kaffieklatsching. They waved, inviting the new¬ 
comers to join them. Dick’s shoulders lowered in sound¬ 
less resentment for being expected to share her with 
anyone else. Only Stu Parsons, the chubby and friendly 
piano man, had given Dick a fair shake, Valerie knew; 
the others had preferred to ignore him or laugh at him. 

"Hey, duchess!” bellowed Fred Rossi, the trumpet 
man. “Bring your flat chest over here and buy me some 
champagne!” A laugh went up in the circle and Valerie 
felt warmed inside. There was an unwritten rule that the 
band men, contrary to what she had imagined, did not 
accept the girls m the chorus for coffee-sharing, or lust, 
or love, or discussion. But Valerie, obviously, was differ¬ 
ent. She had been able to string along with their kidding 
and jive talk and her good humor had tumbled her into 
their company. 

She laughed and brought Dick to them, "Fred, you 
sadist," she admonished. "Do you have to tell everyone 
I'm flat-chested?” She sat and her sweater strained tightly* 
roundly, over her magnificent bosom. "It's the shame of 
my life, you know,” 

Dick rose, scraping the chair back, only a few seconds 
after he’d sat down, "Uh, excuse me. Got to visit the 
little boys' room.” 

"Hey, what's with you and Tonsils, kid?” asked Archie 
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Bruno, the violinist, as soon as Dick was out of earshot, 
“You teaching him the birds-and-bees lessons like we 
hear?” 

Valerie frowned at him, *111 tell you something, Archie, 
and then you and I can kiss and make up. Dick's looking 
for a friend the same as everyone else. Clout into me all 
you like but don’t roast anyone who can't roast back. 
Straight?" 

Archie nodded and said, '"Straight. Sorry, lad ” 

Valerie laughed. "Now give me a hunk of your cruller 
and I may forgive you,* 

Stu Parsons spoke as Archie cut off an edge of dough¬ 
nut for her. "You still serious about the song, Val?” 

"I certainly am!* she exclaimed. She had been told 
earlier that Stu picked up extra money by writing spe¬ 
cial-material numbers for strippers and comics. They had 
discussed his writing a song with which she could audi¬ 
tion, all payments to be made when and if her salary 
was boosted. 

"Well, IVe been hitting on an idea or two * he said, 
*When are you planning to get together with Norman?* 

"As soon as were ready to roll, Stu. Get the number, 
let’s try it out, let me work out a dance to go with it I’d 
trust you with my last G-string * 

"Solid. If Chuck will let us use the piano a few nights, 
after everyone’s cleared out of the theatre, well get 
somewhere” 

"Great. Well slay ’em,” she said as Dick returned. 

Friendly shop talk continued and Dick seemed as¬ 
tounded that for once he was being drawn into the con¬ 
versation. Valerie’s sermon had had its effect. The men 
were making a concerted effort to include him. One by 
one they excused themselves, however, and rose to leave. 
After a while, only Valerie and Dick remained. It was 
late and Valerie was tired but she had not yet adjusted 
herself to the shadowy walls of Lucyanne's room. Lone¬ 
liness had dredged up harsh recollections in her, re-col- 
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lections that equated her thoughts of Pop with thoughts 
of guilt Until she was alone, she had organized her life 
well * By herself, with only the darkness to embrace her, 
she could not fight off the nagging and confused thoughts 
about Pop. And Hoke McQuade. 

“If you're tired, Valerie, Ill walk you home ” 

She looked up. Dick had been talking. She blinked and 
brought herself back to the present “Mmm, You've still 
got to ride back to the city tonight, don't you? I'd for¬ 
gotten " 

“Oh, I didn't mean that," he fluttered defensively. “I 
mean there's no hurry. But I thought maybe you'd be 
tired or something and I guess Ire boring youu I don't 
want to keep you up." 

Valerie assured him she was perfectly happy being 
with him. They proceeded to the cashier, paid their 
checks—dutch, she insisted—and they started for the 
apartment. Good that Dick did the talking, for she was 
finding It difficult to anchor her thoughts. He had unveiled 
a great deal about himself in the past day or two and she 
felt genuinely sorry for him. He had lived, until three 
months ago, with his widowed mother in Akron, He 
described his mother with strained respect, but it was 
clear he nursed a wealth of hostility toward her. She had 
controlled him since his father had died, fourteen years 
ago. She had selected his clothes, his diet, his friends. She 
had taught h im never to anger or question her. She had 
planned his life for him: take a nice, refined, decent job 
at Mr. Hendershot s clothing store, save money, and it 
might be entirely possible that within ten years or less 
he would be manager of the whole store. Women, of 
course, were only out for what they could get, she'd 
advised him countless times, and he must be cautious in 
his dealings with them. Yes, marriage might be a good 
thing for him, his mother had suggested, but certainly 
not for many years yet. And then only if the girl were 
one hundred per cent right for him. And, by the way, 
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what would become of her—his mother, that is—af he 
took a wife? Didn't he realize she had migraine head* 
aches? A bad stomach that needed constant attention? 
A horrid nervous condition that never let her sleep or 
rest until Dick was in the house, safely locked up for 
the night? 

But Dick had escaped her three months before, 
somehow certain that unless he did he would have a 
murder on his hands, In a rush of harried determination, 
he had packed his clothes and run away. He had stolen 
to New York where he had taken jobs at a soda counter 
and a reception desk. He then had made a good con¬ 
tact with a theatrical agent and he'd managed to land 
the Florian job. 

And here he was. 

Within the past few days Valerie had listened to him 
tell his story, more than once, in differing versions. He 
had sworn she was the first person to whom he had 
told any of this. And because Valerie could identify 
herself so dearly with his plight, she had sympathetically 
welcomed him into the fold and promised herself never 
to be harsh with him. 

It was nearly dawn now. They were in her vestibule. 

‘'Valerie - , ” he began. “Could I . , would it be too 
late for me to come in for a minute?” 

Valerie smiled. “Let's keep it pal-to-pal, okay, Dick?” 

“Oh, gosh, Valerie! I didn't mean anything like that!” 

Her smile widened. “Why not?” 

“Well, I mean I . . . I . . * 

As though directed by instinct, Valerie's fingers raised 
and cupped his chin. She kissed him. It was a mistake, 
she knew, a very bad mistake. Her own involuntary needs 
would have to be contended with, and she would rattle 
him. But she kissed him. 

“Gee , . he sighed. 

She retreated at once, afraid to hold herself in the 
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comfort of a man's nearness. He was * . . she could . . * 
no, no. It was fantastic even to think about 
“Valerie, gee, I . . 

“Good night, Dick ” 

“Valerie, I love you.** 

“No, you don’t, honey. Its just the time of night 
However, thanks for saying it” 

“I mean itt I didn't have the courage to say it before 
but. . 

“Look, honey* Pm the worst possible thing that could 
happen ho you. Forget I kissed you. I'm defective goods. 
'Night, Dick” 

“Please, Valerie, don't go * 

"Good night, Dick.” 

She climbed the stairs, her wondering tinged with 
seriousness: how much of an idiot could she be, anyway? 

Just last night she had seen Brandy Keefe giving the 
let's-make-whoopee treatment to Dick, He'd been making 
like a Count Dracula to the poor Itid, who obviously had 
been teetering on the ledge, knowing he should break 
away, but not quite strong enough. Valerie had come 
dose to storming at Keefe and telling him to lay off. 
But she had controlled herself. She had confined herself 
to capturing Dick's attention and drawing him off. 

Now, as she entered the apartment, she hoped she had 
done the right thing by keeping him out of trouble. But 
the role of therapist didn't sit comfortably on her. Nor 
did that of mother hen. 


Valerie awoke with a start when she heard the door 
opening, foEowed by someone's giggle. Lucyanne stag¬ 
gered in, whispering, “S Khh-hhF* Valerie looked at her 
watch: six-forty. It was light outside and she had been 
sleeping for a few hours, 

Lucyanne stood at the door for a moment, debating 
whether to keep it open or dosed, Valerie, in bed, was 
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only a few feet away from her but the petite girl ap¬ 
peared to be in deep pleasant thought, unaware of a 
roommate. She turned slightly and joyfully, “Better go 
home, Harpie . * ” But her tone implied invitation rather 
than rejection* 

A man was patiently, pleasantly, doing his best to 
move past her and come into the room. Lucyanne, 
usually compulsively neat, was now disheveled. Her 
gown was wrinkled and her brassiere was tied about 
her neck like a scarf. Valerie, on seeing the man, auto¬ 
matically brought the blanket up to her throat. She had 
gone to bed without any clothes on* 

“Just one little drink, Tennessee” the man pleaded. He 
was tall, middle-aged, and well-dressed. "Just a little 
scotch and sofa*” 

Again Lucyanne giggled. "That’s funny!” Her hand 
landed on his stomach, and she said, "Harpie, I think 
yon had yourself plenty of both tonight. C'mon, now, 
be a good little o Y boy and go home and go to sleep* 
You gotta be the captain of industry in a couple of 
hours.” But she was obviously enjoying herself im¬ 
mensely. 

The man suddenly caught sight of Valerie, before 
Lucyanne did. "Wahool Who's that pretty picture, 
Tennessee? You hoi din' out on Harpie ?” He struggled to 
force his way in. Valerie tensed, ready to throw a 
lamp at him if he came any closer. 

“Val!” Lucyanne greeted her as if she hadn’t seen 
Valerie in ages. "What are you doing up so bright and 
early?” 

The sight of the two people staggering at the door 
angered Valerie* She said softly but clearly, "Get him out 
of here.” 

A frown creased the man’s forehead and he began to 
protest but Lucyanne, instantly sensitive to her conduct 
before Valerie, nodded soberly and escorted the man 
to the door. 
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"Out, honeychile. Tomorrow’s another day. I mean 
today’s another day. ’Night, sweetie,*’ Before the man 
could utter more protests, she had kissed him and pushed 
him out of the room. She closed the door and looked 
elfishly at Valerie. 

“You know, I clean forgot you were here, Val,” she 
simpered, mingling her explanation with apology. She 
started to attack a zipper but it caught halfway down 
and she emitted a mild curse. 

Valerie came out of the bed and went to her. “You 
all right, Lu?” she asked as the girl weaved, weakly 
this time. 

“Tm dandy," 

“Here. Let me help you." 

Almost tonelessly, Lucyanne said as she stared at 
Valerie’s zipper-tugging, “I raked in a hundred tonight, 
chile." 

‘'Good for you," Valerie replied in chilling sarcasm. 

‘You think I’m a ninny from way back, don’t you?" 

“I think you're drunk." 

“And almost rich," Lucyanne drawled, glumly un¬ 
fastening the brassiere from her neck. 

“Almost? A hundred is a lot.” 

“Val, I’d hand over double what I earned tonight if 
I could have a shape like yours.” 

“Save your money,” Valerie said, freeing the zipper 
and managing to pull the gown over the girls head. 

There was a jarring pause, as if Lucyanne were trying 
to formulate her next sentence with extra care. Then 
she monotoned, ‘You got a body, Val * 

“Yeah, so IVe heard. Come on, Lu, Hop in the sack." 

Slowly Lucyanne permitted herself to be led toward 
the bed until she stopped suddenly and brazenly, focufr- 
ing her eyes on Valerie's voluptuous bosom. 

The eye contact was curiously embarrassing to Valerie 
and she stepped back, wishing for a nightgown or pa¬ 
jamas. 
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Without warning the reduced Lucyanne was drunk- 
enly reaching for her. 

"‘All right, Lu baby, I understand. Go to sleep. YouT] 
be fine, Go on, Lu** Valerie ordered her tenderly. Her 
firmness had its effect on Lucyanne and, squelched by 
the full realization of her wicked action, the girl sank into 
bed, lying limp while Valerie covered her. 

Soon after Valerie got into the bed, Lucyanne started 
to weep. 

w Val,” she murmured. 1 Tm all loused up but good.* 

"Sleep, Lu. Sleep, baby * 

“Wagging my tail doesn't do the trick, not really .« * 

"Sleep . . “ 

Her voice was trailing off. "Rich . . ,* 

"Yes, baby." 

“Gonna be rich . , * 

“Yes, baby. Yes, baby* . * * 

The ring-a-ding wheels were running through the 
tunnel in Lucyanne's head as she lay slack, and she 
wondered why she couldn't summon up the guts to reach 
out for Val and show her what it was all about. Really 
reach out. Grab. 

That's what can happen when you’re good and 
looped, isn't it? Nobody gets puffy-sore at you when 
you're in the happy sauce. If they get your message and 
don't want to carouse, then they just chalk it up to your 
being soused and there isn't any harm done there, either. 

Lucyanne had made it work before, and it had been 
first rate. When you were alone in a dark room with a 
girl you had this yen for, and you weren’t altogether 
sure she could be brought around just by mentioning 
the yen, you took yourself suddenly drunk. Especially 
if they were the hemmed-in, Nervous Nettie chickens 
who couldn’t face that they were as human as anybody 
else. You simply got yourself pie-eyed just enough to 
make the pleading bit, and then you’d do the sympathy 
bit, and if you played the body English right, in a flash 
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you'd have them mumbling something pre-butch like 
“How long has this wonderful thing been going on?" 

That's what happened with Koozie, Lucyanne man¬ 
aged to remember as she blinked soddenly at the re¬ 
treating Val. Maybe I ought to make a fat Issue of it, she 
thought. Test Val out. Call her back here, let her ac¬ 
cidentally on purpose take a gander at what she may 
have missed. Whine a little, ask her to lie down next to 
me—oh, so sister-like—and tell her all about Koozie. That 
just might get the sparks flying . > . 

Koozie Cobb. From New Orleans. Big girl, like Val, 
blonde and pretty generous in the knocker department, 
almost as much so as Val. Had the maddest thighs and 
legs in town but she didn't know how to use them. A 
kook. Koozie the kook. 

Koozie had joined a hurley chorus with all that un¬ 
believable upholstery without having the faintest idea 
of what it was all about. A big strapping kid from the 
farm, dumb and ignorant of how ripe she was. *T want 
to make a good living,” she would say in that high, nasal 
voice, "save my money and then go to the big city and 
become a private secretary.” 

Oh, what a storybook hayseed! They had been room¬ 
ing together for close to a month and Lucyanne hadn’t 
suspected for more than a minute at a time that the big, 
buxom lad was for real. 

"You're maybe too good to be true, Kooz,” Lucyanne 
had remarked one night after a late performance. They 
had come back together from the theatre because there had 
been no dates, nor any real desire for dates even if 
there had been decent or indecent offers, and they 
had locked the battered door behind them as they had 
done every night from the beginning, when they had 
agreed to split the rent together. This night, without 
any conversation out of the ordinary, they had started 
to undress as usual, as unconsciously as they had un- 
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dressed side by side in the cruddy, drafty dressing room 
a couple of hours before. 

As if for the very first time* then, Lueyanne had tiredly 
rolled her own stockings down off her legs, peeled the 
red panties off her hips, and proceeded to pad toward 
the ice box for a beer, wearing nothing but her brassiere* 
when she had caught sight of Koozie. 

There was good reason, mighty pleasurable reason. 
True, Koozie was undressing as she had undressed from 
the time she had originally roomed in with Lucyaime, but 
tonight, strangely, there was a way-out difference. To¬ 
night she seemed nervous. Tonight she was turning her 
back to the near-nude Lucyaime as she* Koozie, disrobed, 

Lucy anna noticed the stockings coming down, crowd¬ 
ing around the attractive ankles, and the pants lowering 
over the hips but not really coming down as spontanea 
ously as usual, The jerkin ess was building into what 
threatened to be panic, 

“Somethin" buggin’ you, hon?” Lucyaime asked. 

The question did bug, it was apparent, Koozie turned 
around, facing Lucyaime, obviously embarrassed by the 
panties which wrinkled about her knees, 

“Why do you say that, Lu?” she inquired a little stiffly* 
her voice as formal as you please, dry-tongued and 
worried, 

“You re stripping with your back turned. And youVe 
making a big production of it, too. What gives, hon?” 

“Uh—nothing gives. I just—ah—I just decided some¬ 
thing. You won't think Fm goofy or a prude or some- 
thing ready for the loony bin . - .* 

Lucyanne retrieved a can of beer from the perpetually 
coughing ice box, searched around for a can opener, and 
reared her head back to swallow some. "Who knows?” 
she shrugged. ‘Try me,” 

T—ah—wouldn't you agree, Lu, that we’d be a whole 
lot better off, I mean there wouldn't be any of these 
awkward situations, if we—well—if we undressed in 



94 


WILD BODY 


private? I mean,” she hastened to add, "if Fm not talking 
out of turn." 

Even at that, she was morosely raising her hands to 
cover her breasts, and she hadn't even undone her bra, 

“That depends, hon," Lucyanne said, inching forward 
slightly. "What do you mean, ‘awkward situations?* Two 
gals lookin' at each others chassis after seein' 'em all 
night and day on stage? Is that what awkward situations' 
means?" 

‘Xu, please!" 

“Xu, please’ what? Whafs awkward about two gals 
stripped in front of each other? What's what, all erf a 
sudden? We got nothing new to show to each other, do 
we? Even though what you got, I admit and hope to 
die, is some punkins." 

The bareTaced needling prodded Koozie into strug¬ 
gling for a flowered robe, and wriggling into it Frown¬ 
ing, Lucyanne polished off the can of beer, set It noisily 
on the table, and regarded the panties being daintily 
kicked off from under the robe, 

“I repeat, hon,” Lucyanne persisted, deciding this 
was the right time to act the tipsy role. "What's the 
sudden bugginT* 

"Do you know something?” Koozie teased from the 
shadows. ‘That beer of yours isn't the first drink you've 
had tonight. Is it?” 

“Now that you mention it, no,” Lucyanne conceded. T 
keep half-smashed before I ever hit the stage. As a matter 
of fact, Fm all-out smashed now—all th* better to see 
you with, m' dear.” She edged a few feet upward toward 
simulation of intoxication, acutely aware of the other’s 
propriety, and impulsively reached behind her own back 
to release her bra strap. 

“Is this what ruffles your fine feathers, chile?” she 
taunted and allowed the brassiere to fall to the floor, ex¬ 
posing the full, ripe breasts—breasts she Imew could 
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never compare In quantity or quality with the shy 
Koozie's* **Why would they get ruffled, anyway?” 

“Lueyanne, you ve really been drinking/* 

“You damn bei'cha, but what's that got to do with my 
question? What happens when you see 'em? Is that why 
you re doin' the shrinkm violet pitch now? Seem 'em 
makes you sad?” 

“Lu—please . * * 

“Please what? Say it! Lu, please show me more? I 
can't show you any more, doll baby. See?” She raised 
her aims over her head and offered an outsize grind and 
bump. “What more can I show you without gettin’ the 
cops called?” She advanced to within a foot of the quak- 
ing girl. 

Without announcement, Koozie began to weep* 

"What is it, honey?” Lueyanne asked quietly, de¬ 
stroying the brassiness, now cradling the terrified kid in 
her arms* 

"I—I'm so mixed up . • / 

“About what, hon?” 

"I love you, Lueyanne* I shouldn’t. I know It’s wrong, 
I know I’m terribly evil. I know about those awful people, 
those—those lesbians. I don’t want to be one* But . , * 
Lu, what is tliis feeling? I’ve never—you know, been 
with a girl before, not really, not in the real sense* Why 
have I been sneaking looks at you, out of the comer of 
my eye, like some hungry old nut who belongs in the 
crazy house? I— J * 

It's all right, honey* Don’t you fret, chile * 

“I shouldn't be talking so much.'* 

Tm with you,” Lueyanne soothed. "I understand." 

“I don’t even recognize myself any more. Oh, hold me, 
Lu! You’re so warm. When I don’t have to see your 
eyes I don’t feel quite so ashamed about talking, about 
confessing all this ” 

Lueyanne guided the large girl to the bed, pulled 
her robe back and down until it slithered to the linoleum 



96 


WILD BODY 


floor, and suddenly, under the dim overhead bulb, they 
were transformed into two creatures whose desires would 
have gone unnoticed, probably, if not for that marvelous 
can of beer. Everybody trusted you right off when they 
figured you'd lost your inhibitions so they could afford to 
lose theirs. 

Next to the sheltering bed, Lueyanne drew the girl 
closer to her and pressed her mouth against hers, wel¬ 
coming it. Their bodies rocked together, back and forth, 
and presently Lucyanne's hand cuddled the other's will¬ 
ing flesh intimately as her body forced lavishly against 
it, so that in a pair they descended to the sanctity of 
the sheets. 

“Oh, Lu ” Koozie cried between sobs, “it'll always be 
you, never anyone before, never anyone againr 

From that morning on, Lueyanne Snyder was con¬ 
vinced that all the musty comers of her life had been 
lighted, would stay lighted forever, and that all she 
would need to do to walk on air would be to take the 
first lazy step. Her appetite for men by no means dis¬ 
appeared, but it slackened conveniently to give her the 
chance to exchange something rich and meaningful with 
a girl who was so grandly dependent on her* 

That pesky word “lesbian" was never spoken again 
by either of diem; it was a dusty, unloving, unfeeling 
word and it had no definition because it couldn't touch 
them. Koozie remained shy and now and again a bit 
worried, but she could show herself to be elegantly 
frisky when she had a mind to. At the few doubtful mo¬ 
ments, Lueyanne was extremely patient, and taught the 
girl love with care and sensitivity. 

They stayed together until their burly troupe cracked 
at the seams, when the manager danced off with the 
proceeds and when the season was about to give in, 
anyway. Koozie was called back to New Orleans, where 
her stepmother had taken ill. She promised to phone 
Lueyanne the very next night. She didn't. Lueyanne re- 
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mained in the city for several more weeks, easting about 
for a new job, There were no jobs in the business to be 
had. Lucyanne figured the wires had crossed somehow 
—there had to be a simple explanation for Koozie's not 
having contacted her—and Lucyanne joined a carnival 
troupe threading its way in the general direction of 
Louisiana, The pay was bad and the conditions were 
worse, but it kept her from starving, and it helped to 
pay her transportation to Koozie, 

The troupe disbanded just outside New Orleans, Less 
than a week later, going from one strip joint to an¬ 
other on Bourbon Street in search of a tide-over job* 
she ran into an old-time stripper named Big Mama who, 
she'd been advised, knew all the ropes necessary to know 
to New Orleans. She mentioned Koozie, 

"Do I know her?” Big Mama bawled, grabbing for 
a bottle of rum at the joint's scarred bar. "Who don't? 
Koozie Cobb? Great big broad with the jam-packed 
shape? Gomes on like butter wouldn't melt in her mouth? 

"That—that sounds like her” 

"Like I say, who don't know her? Daffiest dyke there's 
ever been around here ” 

", . * Dyke?” 

"Girl-girl. A creep. Gets her joEies outta cornin' on 
like she's got no idea what the hell it's all about, and 
makes the dames think they're real daddy-o. What 
would you want with ol* Kooz?” 

“I—nothing, I guess, I just had regards for her from 
some friends back East . « 

Twisting sadly now on the bed she shared with Val, 
Lucyanne narrowed her eyes, trying to focus them on die 
beautiful girl near the window at the other end of the 
room, Man, she sure looks like Koozie when you really 
take yourself a deep squint, Lucyanne thought. But that's 
where it all ends. Sure enough. They're not alike in 
any other way, Koozie made a jerk out of me, Val would 
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never do a thing like that Got too much sense. Got 
refinement. Got all her buttons. 

Koozie Cobb * , . funny, thinking about her after 
all this time. More than a year ago. Oh, yeah, two years, 
a good two years, fust trying to hang on to a little oF bit 
of happiness that wouldn’t go dripping through my 
fingers, and what does she do? She fools me. She has all 
she wants off me and then she takes a powder, and she 
makes me go around acting like some lovesick sap, 
makes me show the egg on my face. 

Val wouldn't do a thing like that 
* did you say, Lucyanne?” 

Oh—ok Vais voice, Fm talking out loud again. Fm 
beehive drunk and Fm trying to make a jerk outta Val, 
good of Val, greatest little oY gal that ever lived, 

‘'Nothin’, honey, nothin’, I gonna get me a Ill oF shut¬ 
eye,” 

Mistakes, Always mistakes—can’t avoid coming just 
this close towards making them. Nuts. Shouldn’t ever 
have come back East. And when I did come back, I 
should have stayed where I was in the department store, 
not quit to do the burlesque bit again. Can’t take it. 
Can’t take being around all these stacked chicks. Should 
have stayed in hiding. Should’ve met some nice cranky 
counterman, married him up and gave him a passel of 
kids. This kind of life’s for the birds. The smutty birds, 
like Aunt Maude used to write me, and she knew me 
to a T« 

Someday Fm gonna hang one on and honest to true 
make me a mistake that’ll be a beaut. And the whole 
cockeyed world’s gonna find out about it, and I’m gonna 
have to crawl into some little warm hole and die, 

*Tm really not a tramp, Aunt Maude. You know me 
better n any other soul on the land and you know that, 
Fm not really bad. 

“Aunt Maude, why’d you have to take sick and leave 
me * . , F 
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By a quarter of one, two mornings later, everyone but 
Valerie and Stu Parsons bad left the Florian. Now the 
theatre had been emptied of the rasping noises from the 
candy butchers, the strident music, the raucous cus¬ 
tomers, 

Stu, in shirtsleeves, hunched at a baby grand on stage* 
The inevitable cigarette bung unlit from his lips as he 
concentrated on the arrangement he'd put together for 
Valerie. He played through the chorus twice, studiously 
listening for kinks in the music. A pleased grin invol¬ 
untarily lighted his face. If this number didn't hit them 
in the solar plexus, he told himself, nothing wouldl 
Valerie had already changed from the filmy chorus 
costume to street clothes. She was eager to by out 
the song. She was exhausted from the two performances 
but she'd been exhausted before and survived. She 
hurried from the cramped dressing room to the .wide 
stage, hopeful that this song might be the right one, the 
key that would open all the doors and start her for 
success. She came to Stu and called, “Hil” 

Stu looked up, “Hey, you," he croaked, "What's all 
this talk about you being knocked out? You look good 
enough for a full nights rehearsal.** 

And she did, despite the aching muscles of fatigue* 
She wore a black sweater that accentuated her full breasts 
and fiat stomach. Her pleated white skirt dung to her 
hips and thighs. Her face reflected only a minimum of 
tiredness; her eyes were sparkling and alive with hope, 
"Shows what a great actress I am, Stu,” she answered 
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and took the cigarette from his lips. She slipped it be¬ 
tween her own and continued to talk as he flicked a 
lighter for her, “I'm ready to roll over and play dead, 
and I wouldn't be playing, I'm beat, bushed and pooped* 
Why didn't my granddaddy tel] me two shows a night 
were like twelve hours in a coal pit?” 

“Maybe you want to hold off till tomorrow* Val. So 
you’ll step in the star's spot a day later , * ” 

She sat beside him and shook her head. Her shoulder- 
length blonde tresses gently slapped his uncovered arm 
and he tensed a little* advising himself that this was a 
business meeting. 

“Mo* she laughed, “Pavlova worked around the 
clock* didn’t she? Come on, Chopin* let's dig my future* 
She pressed her fingers against his thigh, not with any 
meaningful intimacy, but with a demonstrative friend¬ 
liness, Instantly she regretted her gesture. She felt 
nothing more than friendliness. And even if she were 
romantically inclined toward this stubby, open-faced 
guy, she was positive her ediaustion would supersede 
any other latent emotion, 

Stu ruffled through his sheets for a moment and then 
began the piano introduction, “It’s raw meat, Val” he 
said, indicating the song* “but if you can pull it off the 
way I think you can, you’ll get away with it great” He 
explained the characterization he’d had in mind when he 
had composed the piece. “You're a classy chick being 
brought home from a dance, see? You got your fella in 
your room and you’re ready to groove. But the cat's 
dragging you, see? He's too polite, too nicey-nice. You 
want him to cut out the gentleman kick ’cause you’re 
warm for his form. So you sing this and on the second 
to fourth chorus you dance it, stormy as hell, finally 
working into the strip, AH to seduce, you dig? This way, 
the strip's got plot and the pitch is that all the customers 
out there play the square , . 

Valerie nodded vigorously. The tired feeling began 
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to leave her as she identified herself with the role, ''Good, 
Stu* GoP 

His fingers roamed the keys. “Background,” he said. 
“Set 'em up. One thing: you're class all the way through 
the lyric. No rough stuff, no tramp on the make. You sing 
it dignified as hell.” Then he hit the first chord and 
sang the verse: 

Wasn't that dance divine? Wasn't that drive supreme? 

AU through the lovely evening you generated steam * 

Valerie laughed and nodded again. She got up from 
die bench and leaned against the piano, watching and 
listening, 

Stu forced his finger down the scale for the intro¬ 
ductory gfosendo of the chorus. He sang the rest of 
Don f t Be So Nice , Daddy , croaking the brash lyrics 
which fitted the melody perfectly. The melody was sen¬ 
suous and Valerie, attempting to be objective, discovered 
her body swaying to its insinuationg rhythm* The lyric 
surprised her. This lyric, this song written expressly for 
her to perform in front of the gaping horde, made her 
instinctively gasp at the thought of repeating it. It was 
a song with wit, with genuine humor* But she knew the 
response the song would receive would depend entirely 
on her performance. It had innuendo, double entendre, 
and even outright smut. Valerie was surprised but as 
the song continued she wasn't offended by the sauciness 
of the lyrics. It would be a challenge, a challenge to her 
talent as an entertainer, She'd met challenges before, 
hadn't she? And this meant money, didn’t it? 

She laughed, sometimes in spite of herself, as he re¬ 
lated tile ordeal of the dignified society girl who was 
willing to do anything in order to be beaten into sub¬ 
mission. 

When he finished the chorus he started to play it again 
in the same lazy tempo. “Dig the picture, Val? The 



102 


WILD BODY 


trick now is to follow through on these threats you’re 
handing the cat. You go right into the dance. The lights 
are out except for the kliegs. You swish the train of your 
gown around and . ♦ 

Drawn into the whirling spirit of the creative dance, 
she suggested: “Why a gown? Every stripper on earth 
wears a gown. Why not a dress? A simple, good-looking, 
tight-fitting dress?” 

“Hey, I dig you!” 

Excited now, she stood away from the piano, waved 
her finger, and directed him to keep playing, as though 
music would help her think . 

<ff Why not a sweater and skirt, Stu? Exotic treatment 
by underplaying instead of overplaying. Forget the 
ritzy-dame pitch. If IVe got any innate dignity, itll come 
out in the interpretation * • .*! 

“Go, Val. I hear you!” 

"A special sweater and skirt, the kind that won’t give 
trouble peeling off. But simple, you know? Simple all 
die way: basic. Strippers use the same old broken-down 
props all the time; the same satiny junk. They never 
use a plain everyday brassiere, panties, garter belt and 
stockings . . Her excitement reached her throat and 
for a second she couldn’t speak. Stu, still playing, nodded 
with nearly the same pitch of excitement, spurring her 
on, encouraging her with smiles of approval. 

“Maybe that’s the secret to my act right there, Stu! 
Now, wait a minute, don’t interrupt; Fm trying to get 
the dear picture of it . * ? She tapped her toes and her 
fingers drummed the top of the piano. “Yes, now I have 
it! Let the other strippers represent the unapproachable 
woman, the kind of chick the customers never expect to 
get their hooks into. Ill typify the simple girl, Stu, the 
girl who buys her black lace bras on the bargain counter. 
The girl who, to all appearances, is a plain jane you 
politely tip your hat to and wonder only vaguely what 
her capacities are. So tile strip will have a really inter- 
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pretive effect, Stu * * * Ill come on with the stenographer's 
outfit and sing the song with a kind of , . * well, say, 
detachment, to give the customers a laugh but make 
them scratch their bald heads and wonder what gives 
with this square chick , . ” 

Stu tittered approval, as if he were part of a great con¬ 
spiracy. Valerie s voice was quick and crisp with ideas. 

“Even the dance will make them ask questions, Stu, at 
the beginning. It will have dignity. You know, the 
modern girl who wants a wild time but figures she can't 
be too forward. Then the fun starts. Gradually, but 
building. Then heat up the music as I start unwind¬ 
ing 

“Val, you're making history * 

Valerie smiled tolerantly and came back to earth. She 
took the typed lyrics from him and studied them. “Re¬ 
serve your judgment, Stuart, my boy. The way I feel to¬ 
night, I couldn't work up a decent hunger, or an indecent 
hunger, in a love-starved rapist .” 

Stu hunched up again and played the intro once more. 
*No analysis, Val. Go. You’re on.” 

Val spoke, rather than tried to sing, the lyrics. She 
subverted her original feeling about their vulgarity, 
and she accepted the song as material for the current 
commercial need. Her dear voice moved through the 
presentation easily, with almost a casual insinuation. 
She pretended that the gentleman called for in the num¬ 
ber was directly in front of her, and she presented her 
plaint of lovelessness to him. When the chorus finished 
and Stu nodded eagerly, she stepped back, away from 
the dead mike. During half of the next chorus she danced 
as she had envisioned it, with only an undercurrent of 
energy. 

But suddenly the impact of the song's meaning slapped 
her. As she moved her long slim legs about, she was 
gradually drifting from Valerie, the girl who was doing a 
number on the FJorian stage. Soon she was the girl in 
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the song. Soon she was convincing herself that she had 
to capture her escorts interest, to encourage him to be 
aware of her. She was still unable to plumb the depths 
of her need, but curiously she sensed she needed only to 
reach for lust and it would appear. She was still con¬ 
scious of Stu Parsons. Was her performance transmitted 
to him? Was her charade of passion's growth making con¬ 
tact with Stu, her audience? 

Valerie shook her head. No, as long as she was con¬ 
scious of a Stu, of a piano, of anything but a lover and 
a bedroom and the fury of desire, she knew she was not 
making contact. Not the contact she needed. 

But a tension slowly and distinctly began to mount. 
Hie melody soon commanded her body to follow it, to 
be a slave to it, to perform whatever it ordered. Her arms 
extended, palms upward, as though she had no control 
over them. Her hands moved toward the sides of her 
bosom as her hips rhythmically swayed. Exactly as if her 
lover were watching, waiting to be excited, her hands 
started to stroke her own contours lovingly, It was of no 
significance that Valerie had no actual lover, that she 
had no immediate urge to present herself to a lover this 
way. The call to display, to plead for sharing, was im¬ 
mense, and she was forced to continue this spontaneous 
wriggling. 

She brought her sweater up slowly over her head, 
lifting it a fraction of an inch every time she heard a 
definite beat from the piano. Mesmerized, she dropped 
the sweater and her hands fell to her sides. Motionless, 
she stood—one part of the dance had been completed 
Valerie, in an ordinary black bra covering her creamy 
flesh, was a stunning sight. She did not shake or touch 
herself. She waited. She waited until an invisible, almost 
animate spotlight focused admiringly on her flesh. 

Absorbed in tills self-created dance of love, she wrig¬ 
gled her entire body. Her hand slid down her tight skirt 
and then slid up again, bringing with it one side of her 
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skirt. She lifted her perfectly shaped leg and her hand 
tea singly patted the tarrned flesh. Meanwhile her tongue 
darted rapidly between her dry lips- Still wriggling, she 
unbuttoned her skirt and it fell limply to the floor of the 
stage. 

Like a princess she stepped over it proudly and moved 
away. Then her body contorted. Her palms felt soft and 
warm as she unhooked her stockings from the garter belt 
and peeled them downward, again pushing only a hint of 
an inch each time she heard a beat of the music. 

Her rising excitement automatically speeded the music. 
Now she danced. With the effortless energy of desire, she 
danced. Her body was free of clothes, thrown to the 
wings of the house before she knew it She looked at her¬ 
self incredulously as though awakening to a beautiful, 
gorgeously organized dream. She danced the dream 
ecstatically, rejoicing in the freedom of love. Her body 
gave way to the movements of love. Suddenly she stared 
down at herself in semi-shock, and realized she was grind¬ 
ing her body. She bumped forward, once . , , twice , * * 
again and again, completely living through the act of 
lusty love. Music was ordering not her, but her body, A 
crazed scream pommeled her from inside and still, she 
could not stop. One hand rested behind her head while 
the other dug furiously through her yellow hair, scram¬ 
bling the hair loose and over her eyes. 

Another scream shot up and then she heard laughter. 
It came from inside her. Not mocking laughter, but the 
total laughter of love, of ecstasy, of happiness and ful¬ 
fillment. 

And still she could not stop. 

Her body shivered in maddened frenzy. From side to 
side, up and down with overwhelming fierceness. Her 
laughter was harsh, vicious now. A rattle sounded and for 
a second she was conscious of choking. But this was 
ecstasy, she told herself: ecstasy was life but it could 
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accept and embrace death, too, for this was the kind of 
ecstasy that was absolute. 

She grasped the traveled curtain. The music was dead* 
She giggled, much like a child. Then the giggle fused 
and dissolved into a quiet, spent weeping. 


Stu was on his feet and ready to go to her. But he 
waited. His hand tremblingly lighted a cigarette. 

Her heart beat wildly as she came out of her hypnotic 
daze. She felt it beating and its forcefulness hurt her. 
“Val - . " 

Her eyes raised swiftly and, still clutching to the ex¬ 
citement that had transformed her, she hurtled herself 
into Stu’s aims. 

“Val, now ease it over light-like, baby ” 

She looked at him, half struggling against her trance. 
He was deeply affected; both of them knew it. But, con¬ 
taining himself, Stu rested his hand on her cheek and 
murmured, ‘"No go, Val.” 

"Stu, I. . ” 

“Sure, sure, kitten. And if I wasn’t a charter member of 
the Cub Scouts of America I’d be all set to have you hate 
yourself in the morning. But this won’t do it, Val. You 
ain’t looking to make it just for kicks. You want the right 

guy* 

“Stu . . 

“Yeah, yeah,” he reassured her. “But let’s go our sep¬ 
arate ways and grab a cold shower. Dig? I ain’t what 
you’re looking for. It wouldn’t work at all.” 

Recognition draggingly returned to her and a warmth 
for Stu filtered through die heat that churned in her. 

“Stu, they’re not made like you any more.” 

“I keep hearing that. That’s why I got such a dirty, 
lousy reputation." 

“What’m I going to do?” 

“About the act?” he asked. 
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“No, no, I , * * She paused and reconsidered what 
she’d been about to say* “Did the dance make sense?*' 

Stu guffawed, “Hey, listen at you. Kitten, you're either 
gonna land in the pokey or they'll have to think up new 
adjectives for the billboards. It was great* 

Her shoulders were still taut but otherwise she seemed 
drained. Stu, in self-protection, moved a foot away. 

“But about now,” he said. “I know what you could 
use. If you can hold off dll I walk seventy-two flights, I 
got a bottle in my locker. One stiff shot oughta get rid 
of the jeebies * 

Valerie sat on the piano bench. Her hands raised and 
brought his flushed face down to hers. She gave her lips 
to his. 

“Stu, get me the stuff. IT! be thinking up new adjectives 
about you ” 

Stu walked off stage, down the five steps to the or¬ 
chestra pit, and then disappeared through the tiny band 
door under the stage. He emitted a loud sigh and his 
thoughts wrestled rudely with his conscience. 

Valerie remained on the bench and stared blankly at 
the floor. Her hair fell forward, over her shoulders. Meek¬ 
ly, as if in reappraisal, she rested her hands on her body. 
She pushed them hard against the flesh and she started to 
weep once more. 

Sadly, she rose to search for her clothes. She couldn't be 
sure she'd heard anything, but something compelled her 
to look away from the stage and toward the empty seats 
in the theatre. 

Then she saw him. He was standing in a side aisle, 
looking up at her. 

It was Hoke McQuade, 

She had never seen him look this way before. He had 
offered her a complete repertoire of facial expressions: 
cleverness, irritation, friendliness. But this was something 
new. He wasn't the hokey comic with a baseball bat and 
a bladder. He was a mam. A tall, straight and understand- 
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ing man. The man she'd had no idea had been In the au¬ 
dience. The man she had consciously refused to think 
about. 

But he was moving to the steps at the side of the stage 
and coming toward her. His jaw was set in a determina¬ 
tion that said he understood. She understood, too. 

He was the lover she had danced for. 

She made no motion to reach for her clothes or to cover 
herself. His look told her to be still, to wait until he was 
near her, holding, caressing, kissing. 

His warm mouth came down on hers and she responded 
with a revival of all she had felt before in her dance, 

"Val . . . Val, baby . * * 

"You saw?” 

He nodded "Let's not talk. Let's go.” 

"How much did you . , , 

"You were dancing when I came in, 1 didn't know you 
were here, I was going to ask Stu to have a drink with 
me. Val , , .* 

“Then you know -.. You know the dance ., * 

"I know I want to dress you and get you out of here, 
darling” 

The word “darling” rocked her and gave her warmth. 
She looked tentatively to see if Stu were returning. Hur¬ 
riedly, she grabbed all her clothes in her hand and they 
ran to the back of the theatre. With shaking fingers she 
dressed and stood erect as he helped to dress her. Then, 
after one erupting kiss that told them what their night 
must bring, they left by a side door. 
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They walked in slow, dreamy rhythm through the dark, 
vacant streets to her room- Their mission was a specific 
one, but they did not spoil it by walking quickly, once 
they had escaped the Florian. Wordlessly, they went 
across thoroughfares, down side streets, past drably dec¬ 
orated shops which looked like the victims of lost battles 
with the city's dust and soot 

From the lumber yard came the fresh smell of wet 
wood. Hoke's arm brushed against her sweater from 
time to time and her cheek was raised to be kissed by 
him. They turned comers with a slow impatience, like 
two sleepwalkers on their way to a particular destination, 
going leisurely, certain the/d get there, Hoke's fingers 
pinched at her bare arm and she felt the compelling need 
to beguile him again. 

This wasn't the way it was going to happen, Hoke 
thought. Maybe it wasn't ever supposed to happen. You're 
a bright boy, Mr. Jefferson Terence McQuade. Oh, sure, 
the thought of having this girl crossed your empty head 
once or twice when you first met her. The same way it 
did every time a new girl came into the troupe. But you 
were the essence of restraint, bright boy. You were going 
to lay off. This was the sort of dynamite you were de¬ 
termined to keep away from because you knew this wasn't 
a Fenny or a Locyanne or a kewpie doll with green eyes 
and green nail polish. This was the girl you knew you 
could fall for and fall hard if you didn't keep a sure 
footing. She had that special dimension, once you'd gotten 
to know her, that none of the other girls had. That special 
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dimension. The extra one yon were sure couldn't be 
found. When you found it, you lectured to yourself. You'd 
flip your wig because it could lead to anything, maybe 
even love. And love wasn't for you. 

Oh, you played a dandy tournament with yourself, Jeff¬ 
erson, better known as Hoke. But this was the one you 
had to have because this was the first girl you had the 
real, deep, sincere ache for. This was the first one who 
made you want to show your manliness, your strength, 
your protectiveness. Sure, she pulled that independent 
routine on you, the hands-off act, but that was the old 
shill. She didn't know it, but it was shill from way back. 

So here you are, Jefferson, in a very strange boat, 
strange for you, that is. You're in the curious position of 
getting ready to make love to a girl you actually love . *. 


He followed her up the creaking stairs to the fourth 
floor. She thought of Lucyanne, She tried to remember if 
Lucyanne had planned to go to a “party” tonight or 
whether this was a night off. In her absorbing determina¬ 
tion to love Hoke, Valerie had forgotten Lucyanne. There 
was the chance they'd open the door and find her there 
, , , The possibility stunned and tortured Valerie. Her 
need had never been greater. It was a hunger unbearably 
accumulated, panged in long denial and that now de¬ 
manded to be fed. She turned tentatively to face Hoke 
and for an instant she tried to form words. But her 
power of speech had left her long ago and now she 
rushed fro the head of the stairs and the door. A naked 
bulb feebly lighted the hallway. 

Valerie kneeled, feeling for the key under the hall 
carpet. When she found it, she exhaled a pent-up breath 
and a queer expression of victory danced across her face. 

She glanced up at Hoke standing beside her. His legs, 
she noticed with delight, were quivering, and a new surge 
of energy embraced her. She unlocked the door. Her free 
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hand stood out behind her, searching to feel the beating 
of Hoke’s heart. She looked into the room. Quickly she 
turned on the light. Satisfied that Lucyanne was still 
away, she switched it off again, threw the key on the 
bureau near the door and turned to face him* 

"Lover,” she breathed, pushing her body forward, 
"Lover < * ” 

But the instant she fled into his arms, Valerie realized 
he would not accept her need to consume, to absorb, to 
lacerate him in a physical fury that would take the place 
of love-making. And she loved him all the more for this* 
He was a good lover, a sure lover, and his night with her 
was important to him, and, therefore, would live beyond 
the few violent moments of unrestricted passion. Feeling 
the way he was striving to take charge, to be her firm 
and certain lover, she wanted desperately to retreat, to 
breathe with some semblance of controlled rhy thm . She 
tried to trust him to subdue her his way. 

But she could find no control 

Unleashing scalding tears, she pleaded to be loved. 
Tugging at cloth, tearing at buttons, she begged, wept, 
laughed and called out to him. 

"Valerie, stop itP 

The demand was sharp and brittle, terrifying her for a 
second. She withdrew at first in a momentary panic but 
she was quickly near him again, whispering her need to 
be loved, to be taken, to be forced to respond in a totally 
animal-like lust, 

"Hoke, darling , * * darlingl” 

The slap against her cheek stunned her *, * 


Later—how much later she could not judge—she sat In 
the armchair and puffed dully at a cigarette. She wore 
her shapeless housecoat, the first all-in-one garment she 
had been able to find without searching* 
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Hoke was nearby, sitting on the edge of the bed, 
watching her* Valerie vaguely remembered having asked 
him to get away, to sit down, to please not touch her* 

Mercifully the lights were still out and though they 
could see the outlines of one another, she knew he was 
unable to make out the terror contorting her face. 

"Val* , " he said finally. There was great tenderness in 
his voice, reasonable and unhurried* 

“Yes?" 

“Want to talk?" 

“Next week FE be swinging from tree to tree," she said 
reflectively* She was petrified at the thought of honestly 
communicating with him. 

“How about a drink?" Hoke asked. “Think that would 
pull you together? 1 ' 

“Nothing would pull me together. Including a long 
spindle of piano wire*" 

"Let's can the wise patter and witty sayings, okay?" 

“I warned you, Hoke," she said softly. “Billions of 
times, I did everything but send up red flares ” 

"So don't bring us to the end of the world* This was a 
bum start, Val. We've got tune to work it through.” 

"You re too optimistic, my friend. All that sound and 
fury I shot off should have told you I was covering up 
the fact that I don't have a sirred of passion in me*” 

“And let's can the psychoanalysis, too ” 

"I say let's can everything* You go your way, as they 
say in the songs, and I'll go mine*" 

“Listen to me, Val.” 

He was rising. Fear rode her like a cocky broncho 
buster* Now, as she leaned back in the chair, she knew 
she had never been so intimate with her own shame and 
guEt She could not afford to keep this conversation go- 
ing* 

“Stay away, Hoke,” she insisted with a sudden defen¬ 
sive coldness* 

“Val, Fm not going to be your whipping boy, Fm not 
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going to give in at every him, I want to help* YouVe got 
to *. * 

“Tve never asked yon to give ini Don't slip any of that 
smug talk to me just to keep your record straight You 
made the mistakes, friend. You were the lousy lover with 
that slow-motion-camera technique. Don't make a case 
history out of me because you weren't on the balll” 

*Val, you're nuts " 

"What more do you want from me? What are you 
sticking around for? Do you enjoy getting lacked in the 
teeth? Do you enjoy having your masculinity raked over 
the coals, you two-bit comic?" 

"If you weren't so wrought up. I'd beat your head in * 
"Go to it, you half-baked adolescent And then you'll 
find the door to your right,” 

And then he was saying something, getting plenty off 
his chest* He was interrupting her, letting her know 
things that made sounds in her ears but no sense in her 
head* 

And then he was at the door. 

And he was out 


Frantic with remorse, Valeria collapsed on the bed and 
her tears knew no restraint. All the cliches that had pre¬ 
viously amused or irritated her now passed before her in 
stem review. End of the rope. Hoad without a turning* 
Nowhere to go but down. No hope, no rope, no soap, A 
body and a brain not in accord with each other *„ , 
Love* 

Fresh tears turned the pillow soggy and all she could 
feel was the tight lump of agony in her stomach. 

Lucyanne was in the apartment and dressed for bed 
before Valerie was quite aware of it. 

"Hi, there, honey chile,” Lucyanne drawled happily, 
Valerie looked up. The girl, who had been m sober 
condition during rehearsak and performances, was tanked 
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again, smiling pleasantly, giving no evidence of being 
disturbed by her own condition or Valerie's. Instead, she 
looked a little stupid, weaving calmly back and forth. 

“I didn't hear yon come in, Lu,” Valerie said, lowering 
her eyes and trying to collect herself as she sat tip, 

“Don't fret, chile,” Lucyanoe answered, affecting an 
extreme drawl now, “LF1 of Lucvanne's ready to lay the 
lii o r fa aid on the lil oF pillow. Made herself a killing 
tonight and AlVm the happiest 111 gal in the Nawth” 
Suddenly Lucyanne Snyder, everything she repre¬ 
sented, became repugnant to Valerie. Without announce¬ 
ment Valerie darted from the bed, threw off the robe and 
unable to find a dress in a hurry, reached for her raincoat. 
She rushed into it, fastened the buckle around her waist, 
and hastened to the door, 

“Val, honey, where are you running? How come you’re 
flying your feathers?” 

Fresh air .. . she needed fresh air ,,. 

It was a chilly dawn but it managed to invigorate what 
was left of her battered spirit As she walked, swiftly and 
aimlessly, she was grateful there was no one on the 
streets. She tried to stop thinking, Tvi headed nowhere. 
If I dont find a place , something that can be my own, 
m lose my mind . 


Waleriel* she heard suddenly. 

It was a shrill voice that sounded horrible in the quiet 
morning. She jerked her head around. 

Dick Hutchins was running toward her. 

Oft, not she thought. Not him . Now, of oil times , not 
him . 

“Valerie! What are you doing up at this hour?” 

She was sure he looked twice as disheveled as she. His 
suit was wrinkled and hung limply over his frame. 
Patches of strain twitched under his tired eyes, 

"Walking.” 
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"Guess HI walk with you. That is* if you don't mind.” 

Again she wheeled and, digging her fists into her 
pockets, she proceeded to march with increasing speed 
down narrow Underwood Street, in the direction of 
the park. Dick had all he could do to keep up with her* 

For a long while they walked thus, neither looking at 
the other, neither asking questions, neither talking. 

When they came to the small park Valerie moved to a 
bench and sat down abruptly. Dick, out of breath, sat 
beside her. 

“Got a cigarette?” she asked, 

Dick offered her one and struck a match. 

“Thanks," she said coldly. 

Soon he began to speak, “I was * . , well, I was walk¬ 
ing around your apartment house for the past few hours, 
Valerie, I felt as though I had to see you, talk to you , * * 
you know .,, talk things out. But I didn’t have the nerve 
to go ringing your doorbell. Then when you came out, 
that,*, well, that was real luck," 

She strained her eyes toward the sun making its un- 
mshed glide upward. 

“This is my lucky day ” 

"No, I mean," Dick sputtered, "I, well, Fm in real 
trouble, Valerie.” 

She looked at him, “Trouble?” 

Dick paused for an embarrassing moment. Then he 
pronounced the name as if he were pulling a briar from 
his flesh and bracing himself to be brave, 

“Brandy Keefe," he said. 

Valerie nodded. 

"Well, what did he try?” she asked wearily, 

“Things that aren’t right. Oh, it’s , . . it's a mess, a long 
story. I thought I wouldn't get involved or anything as 
long as I just said hello and goodbye, didn’t get too 
friendly. But last night he ... I was alone and lonesome 
and sort of scared. You know what I mean? Sometimes 
you just get scared out of a blue sky for no reason. And 
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I went up to his place on Brandi Avenue. For a drink, 
that's all, just a drink 

Weakness again, she thought, weakness and more 
weakness all around, everywhere you turn. 

She glared at him. “So you lost your sterling virtue. Is 
that it? And it was a fate worse than death on the one 
hand but, on the other hand, it wasn't half bad, right? 
And you're wringing your handkerchief now and asking 
me to press a warm hand on your brow, soothe you and 
tell you, don t worry. Mama Valerie's going to take care 
of you. Correct?” 

Dick's eyes shot open in shade, as if he'd been punched 
suddenly and unexpectedly, 

“Well, here's my answer, little man," she raged. 
“Mama Val isn't in the soothing business any more. 
Hie shop's closed, see? You're not going to come crawl¬ 
ing on my neck because your life's not in order” 

She rose and, still glaring, fumed, “What do you want 
from me? Certificates? What the hell do I care what you 
do? What the hell do I care if you mess with a whole 
truckful of queers?” 

She ran away from him, as fast as she could run, into 
the sullen and unwelcoming morning. 
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The AumnoN before Jeanne and Chock was a rousing 
success. 

If Chuck Norman—to whom very little in life was new 
—was roused in a way different from Jeanne, it was be¬ 
cause Valerie's dance was expressly directed to him, for 
he represented the male audience. She had toned it down 
a bit since the first rehearsal but it remained sensuous 
and exciting. Chuck was utterly bewitched. 

TVe’re switching the spots around, baby,” he confided. 
“Starting next week, you come on with the second strip 
spot. Think you can vary that number from week to 
week? ni have a contract drawn up.” 

They discussed money, good money. Within an hour 
Chuck had renamed her Valerie Duret for the marquees. 
It was Jeanne $ inspiration to call the act The WiM Body , 
Any objections? None, Stay with the chorus through the 
week, rehearse, keep the nose clean, get enough sleep* 
and do you need a buck or two in advance? 

Valerie rode on a cloud for the next few days, but it 
was a practical cloud. There was only one conflict to 
conquer now: her sense of frustration when the dance 
was finished. But the hell with that. She told herself she 
would learn control in time. She'd force herself. There 
was too much money at stake. Now it seemed important 
to have her nails done instead of manicuring diem herself. 

The news of her coming solo spot brought Lucyanne 
down to earth, too. She congratulated Valerie with com¬ 
plete sincerity and both silently agreed never to mention 
Lucyanne’s after-hour activities again. Valerie devoted 
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all her spare time to perfecting the act with Stu Parsons. 
When she passed Hoke on stage or in the wings, neither 
spoke, but she felt only a smattering of pain because her 
career had become a substitute and more rewarding 
lover. 

There were unpleasant realities to face, of course. The 
most biting one was Dick Hutchins permitting himself 
with only a trace of regret to be drawn into Brandy 
Keefe’s net. Once or twice, Dick gave signs of wanting 
her help, her smile, her body perhaps. Any of these might 
have rescued him, she knew. 

But tills was Valerie Year and she considered it a 
full-time job. The hell with Dick. 

Before she knew it, the band was playing her intro. 
She was on stage for her first solo performance. This was 
the night 

As she slithered to stage center, she soundlessly called 
herself ugly names. She'd been a fool What had made 
anyone, most of aU herself, think she could put this over? 
She glanced at the packed house. Out there were her 
judges and jury, her lovers or hangmen. God! Would 
she have a voice? Would she be able to tell her left foot 
from her right? 

The first breath hurt. But after that she drove through 
the song without a falter. 

The audience was obviously with her from the start 
And when she moved from the nice-girl impersonation 
to the sultry wild-body part of the act, she could actually 
feel their total approval. She fought hard to control her¬ 
self during the seductiveness of die dance, and for a 
while, with her heart beating more easily, it seemed 
she would succeed. But die moment the spotlight be¬ 
came a hot blue, she was no longer a dancer on a bur¬ 
lesque stage. She was transfixed once more. Again she 
was the exotic but love-needy woman disrobing, plead¬ 
ing for love. 
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.., And then the last deliberately lazy grind of her hips, 
directed to each gaping man before her. 

The artful pause—for a long second—after the grind. 
No music. Not even drums. In that second her hands flew 
to her severely tied yellow hair. One flick of the fingers. 
The ribbon tumbled off, releasing her hair in a stream 
flowing down to her creamy shoulders. Her hands rushed 
crazily through her hair, messing the perfect combing. 
Her body was stiff and voluptuous. 

Another pause. Her hips retreated slowly. Her face 
contorted in ecstasy. 

,. . The harsh and jarring bump, 

^ * All lights out. The chord, 

,,. The stunned silence. Then the violent applause. 
The traveler curtain closed in front of her and the crew 
was hurrying on stage, setting up the next scene. Valerie, 
wearing only Bikini pants, burning in the agony of want, 
half collapsed against the back wall, and breathed heav¬ 
ily until some of the other performers noticed her and 
began to ask solicitous questions. The dresser was on 
stage, picking up her clothes. Valerie grabbed them and 
ran upstairs. 


The results of the first performance and those the next 
day were gratifying and helped to lessen the moaning 
urgency within her. She saw Jeanne and Chuck wink at 
each other, congratulating themselves on the star ma¬ 
terial they had discovered. She loosened up enough to 
accept Dick's hesitant congratulations. With only a thin 
defensive shell she thanked him. 

She found herself waiting for Hoke McQuade to ap¬ 
pear. To congratulate, to offer his crooked grin, to punch 
her in the nose, to show some response. But he did not 
come to her. 

So what, she scoffed , This is the whole shooting match, 
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isnt it? This is ihe beginning, the means to an end. Who 
needs his lips, his love? Who needs him? 

This fortress of self-assurance helped for a while, and 
she might have conditioned herself to stay on the top of 
the cloud. 

But three nights after the opening show, she heard her 
name called, and she turned around. She faced Pop, 

They were near the stage door, a few feet from the cir¬ 
cular stairs leading to the dressing rooms. It was half¬ 
past ten and the first show's finale had just ended, Henry 
the doorman was asking her if tills guy really was her 
father. But for a while she could not answer. She was 
busy looking at Pop and embarrassedly trying to cover 
her scantily clothed body* 

“Hello, Val . , he started off hoarsely. 

Something had happened to him, something she 
couldn't identify at once. After the initial surprise of see¬ 
ing him here, of all places, her eyes seemed to lock with 
his in a peacefulness. He had changed, but she could not 
understand how* 

He was making an effort to smile, “Am I busting up 
any plans, Val?" he asked. Gradually she came to see him 
in a new dimension: on the surface he still had the hat-in- 
band approach, hut she had never seen him so subdued, 
so eased. Worry lines creased Ills face, but he did not foist 
himself upon her, nor did he demand her attention whin- 
ingly. He was not tense, on edge, nervously pretending 
self-assurance as she'd known him to do at home. Some¬ 
thing had happened to him, something good. Simply, in¬ 
voluntarily, she felt like his daughter. 

She was surprised, too, at the warmth in her own voice, 
^Are you all right, Pop? Anything wrong?" 

"No, no, nothing wrong. Think we could have some 
coffee, maybe?" 

Valerie fumbled and then said, "Sure, Sure, Pop. How 
about going to the diner across the street? I can be there 
in five minutes" 
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He agreed and she ran up the stairs. She dressed as 
quickly as she could and ran down to the diner to meet 
him. The curtain was to go up again for die second show 
in twenty-five minutes, but she’d make it. 

"How long have you been in town, Pop?" she asked. 
It seemed now as if cross words had never been spoken 
between them. 

‘'Just for the show tonight, honey, I would have let you 
know ahead of time, but I figgered IF you knew I was in 
the audience, it might unstring you a little,” 

“Fm ashamed, Pop, That you saw it" 

“Can’t say as I expected exactly what I seen. But you 
hold your audience, Val, Ill tell you that. That means 
a whole lot, I never learned much bow to do it very 
good” 

Valerie looked down and found her hand holding his. 
All this was remarkable. Not only had he never come 
to her so openly, but never during the years she had 
adored him, had she known him to be anything but 
boastful, 

“Val ” he went on quietly, “I want you to know I 
didn t trace you down for spite or anything like that, 
I had a reason. Oh, I wanted to see you, and catch you 
on the boards. But I had another reason for coming. 
Uh—first I got to tell you something, whether you get 
up and walk out or you laugh at me or whatever, I got 
to tell you. Val, that date I had with Tony Burgess a 
coupla weeks ago , , * he didn’t say anything about 
how he’d meet you to maybe put you in his Broadway 
sho%v” 

“That's all right. Pop, Don’t , , * 

Tve been a crummy father, Val. Funny, you know, 
how I woke up one day and—bang—I had to face some- 
tiling I had always tried not to face? Fve been a tenth- 
rate father to you. No, no, don’t say anything. It sounds, 
sure, like Fm crying the old blues but that ain’t the 
reason Fm here ” 
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Nor had he ever admitted his weakness as a father 
she thought now , . , 

“The Tony Burgess thing* Val P ( , that’s been on my 
mind since it happened. He didn’t say anything nice. He 
didn't serve me fancy Italian food. He called me a flop. 
Right out, he calls me a flop, tells me 1 didn’t ever do 
anything worthwhile in my whole life. And he kicks 
me out. Right on my face he kicks me out,” 

"Oh, Pop . . * 

'What I’m bringing out, honey, he was right, AM 
down the line he was right. I've been a four-flusher, never 
did anything but dream my life away. And I never 
did right by you,” 

"Please, Pop, don’t » * «* 

He shook his head, interrupting her, "No, let me 
finish because you got another show, I had to get this 
out of my system. Listen to the reason I come, honey: 
if you come back to town, when the weeks over or 
whenever you do. I’m taking you to meet Mickey Par¬ 
nell” He spoke the name with reverence. His eyes 
lighted and his smile broadened in pride. 

“Mickey . , Valerie began, trying to place the name. 
Then she remembered, Parnell was a mediocre theatrical 
agent who represented no big performers, who even had 
refused to find work for Syd Browning, any land of work. 
He had haunted Parnell’s office, only to get one stall 
after another, 

"You hear me? The Parnell Booking Agency. Handles 
die best on the boards. I seen him, honey, and he 
finally come around to agreeing to maybe spot you 
somewhere! Well, how about that? This isn’t just a 
pipe dream, Val, You don’t believe me, you just go 
to his office in the Strand Building any time you please 
and tell him you’re Valerie Browning. See how he 

Love, liberated and wistful, overflowed for Pop. Val¬ 
erie knew he was serious, that he had genuinely 
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convinced himself this was The Big Break, But what 
impressed her most was the “proof' he offered her, man¬ 
ifested in his doubled fists* If necessary, he would fight 
for her, 

"Pop, I do love you, 1 * she whispered* She was in 
tears now and her arms went out to embrace him* 

He was up, coming around the table to sit with her. 
Her head pressed against his shoulder and she held him 
tightly. 

"WhatF' He blinked. "Whats wrong, honey? 5 '' 

“Pop, forgive me” 

"Forgive?” 

“For being so cruel* For being so lousy. Pop. Pop, 
I'm so sony* Please forgive me," 

“There, there—” 

Tm all tied up in knots, Fop* Fve got things to work 
out on my own, problems to figure out. And so I was 
cruel, fm so sorry* X . , .” 

Sue, from the line, was hurrying in and calling, "Val, 
weve been looking all over for you. The whole cast's 
in the opening number* Snap it up, will ya?” 

Valerie nodded and brushed away from her father, 

"Please, Pop, don't stay, don't wait for me* I love you. 
Pop* Just let me alone for a while, just ... I do love 
you!” 

She kissed him and dashed out of the diner. 


Pop's visit left confusion in its wake. But confusion, 
in the hours that followed, surrendered to calculations 
for making money, finding success, and finding herself. 
She turned off the confusion and concentrated solely 
upon her career. 

At the end of the second show she and Lueyanne 
came out through the stage door* Hoke had passed 
them both with a curt nod* Lueyanne began to ask 
questions about him, but contained herself. 
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They walked home leisurely. Tonight was, Lucyanne 
explained, "the night off" 

“Do you think the time will ever come, Lu,” Valerie 
inquired without interest, "when you’ll go straight?” 

Lueyaiuie laughed, "At these prices?” 

“Just thought Td ask.” 

"Val, I know we sort of agreed we wouldn't ever talk 
about the parties again, about you coming along, I 
mean ” 

Valerie nodded. “An agreement sealed in blood, as I 
remember ” 

"Yeah. But there's gonna be somebody there next 
Saturday night, somebody special I just wanted to tell 
you, because he might be able to do you some good 
in show business.” 

Valerie looked at her and frowned in amusement, 
“Lu, I never could fathom that dizzy brain of yours. 
You re kicking and screaming every bit as much as I am 
to make a buck. And you once told me my bust measure¬ 
ment makes for unfair competition. So why are you 
always knocking yourself out to help me get a break?” 

“Give it a dirty name ” 

Valerie snarled approval “You're a rockhead, but I 
love you.” 

"You know this special somebody who promised Cliff 
Denson he'd show up Saturday night.” 

“I know him?” 

“I was kind of holding back, wondering if I should 
teU you or not ” 

"All right, Mr. Bones,” Valerie said, “Who is this 
mystery man?” 

“Anthony B urgess ” 
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There was absolutely no reason to consider going, Val¬ 
erie thought as she turned and tossed through the night 
So that slimy swine from New York, Westport and 
Hollywood deigned to make his impeccable appearance 
at an orgy for the purpose of showing his movie-star 
luster and wallowing for a while in manufactured love. 

So how did that concern her? 

That Anthony Burgess * * * 

She was twelve years old and she was kneeling beside 
what she knew was a deathbed. She was twelve , with 
the distinct beginnings of growth , and she had already 
been caught playing the wrong kind of hide-and-seek 
with Buster Spence> And Mama had whipped her. Hard . 
Pop had submitted , M Esther, you think you should whip 
herP She's such a little thing ” And Mama r madder than 
mady had contradicted him , “Til teach her! No child of 
mine's gonna carry onT and she'd whopped the wailing 
child until blood had appeared . 

And here she was near Mama and Mama was dying . 
And Mama was reaching for Valerie's cheek and whisper¬ 
ing , "You take care of Pop s darling. Be a good girl and 
take good care of Pop * 

, . , And toithin the hell of the child's tears there was 
the hideous finger pointing at her, telling her it was her 
fault that Mama was dying. Just a week ago she had lain 
in bed alone and had thought; How wonderful it would 
be if there were only the two of us here! If Mama would 
go away , Pop and I would be together always—there 
would be nothing between us. 
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And only a week later. Mama was hit by a bus. And 
now she was dead, 

* # * A very small funeral. Sunny th&t day. Pop had 
asked Uncle Tony Burgess to come but he had sent word 
he couldn't. She had never liked him and she had pro¬ 
tested, “Pop, why do I have to call him Uncle Tony when 
he isnt my uncleF* And Pop had said Uncle Tony was 
the finest man alive. 

, , . Then Uttte by little, as she got older, the filthy 
rumors, Overheard , always overheard. Grocery man, 
friends of Pop's, forgotten people . "Hey, listen , Syd, of 
hoy, of hoy, howza blondie daughter? Don't Daddy 
Burgess come see his blondie daughterF* 

. , . Pop beating up the drunk. Policeman. Jail for a 
whole night, disturbing the peace. Rumors, always over¬ 
heard. 

. *. Pop, Mr, Sheridan told somebody in his store today 
you weren't my real daddy. Fop , * " Pop raging. 

, . . Explanations. Hundreds and hundreds and hun¬ 
dreds of times , ”Of course, Tm your daddy, princess! 
And Mommy was your mommy . , F Rage. 

m . , Hundreds of explanations. Rumors. Overheard, 
overheard . 


The breakfast with Lucyaime the next morning was 
gloomy and silent. It was possible that Lucyaime real¬ 
ized she may have hit a raw nerve last night; she did not 
refer to the party or Burgess for the next four days. 

But those four days brought no rest to Valerie. Each 
time she steeled herself to forget there was such a man 
as Burgess, she discovered she was more and more 
excited with the idea of going, of seeing his face, as if 
seeing him would remove any doubts, would auto¬ 
matically make her a complete entity, a feeling and 
responsive woman* 

On Saturday afternoon, as Valerie lay in die tub. 
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Lucyanne entered the bathroom as though walking on 
eggs. She looked down in shock when Valerie said 
quietly, 'That offer still good for tonight, Lu?” 

"You mean it?" 

Ive got a new gown and some snazzy cologne. WiU 
I need any other equipment?” 

Lucyanne darted to her and sat on the edge of the 
tub. Delightedly she exclaimed, “Chile, you got all the 
rest* 

"How do you know Burgess will be there?” 

Oh, that. Cliff Denson told us. Said he's a spender 
and we kids can look to pick up some big-time. The 
word's around that Anthony Burgess goes for a whole 
houseful of gals at one time. Gee, Val, you're , * ” 

One thing, Lu, or it's no deal. I don't care who I see 
there tonight from the troupe, but I don't want you to 
blat one word about my going. That clear?” 

“Me say anything?” 

"No one. You've got a habit of going yak-yak at the 
worst times. So is it a deal?” 

"Sure, chile. My mouth's zipped,* 

Valerie smiled, “Okay, comrade.” 

"Bet I know why you're pulling the hush routine.” 

"Do, huh?” 

"His initials are Hoke McQuade.” 

"Fry ice. Miss Snyder.” 

"He won't hear it from me, VaL I give my word. From 
what I know, he's never been to one of Cliffs hoedowns. 
Hates them—gets very moral, like my pappy would 
have.” 

Became you’ve got aU your buttons^ Hoke , Valerie 
thought. Because you know these parties are the original 
point of no return , 

"Wanna hear a sermon, Val?” Lucyanne was saying. 
“Hoke McQuade's carrying a torch this big for you,” 

“As I said. Miss Snyder, fry ice,” 

"I've known him longer than you have. He doesn't 
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make a habit of falling for gals. Since you gave him 
the heave-ho—whatever for—he hasn't been the same. 
Oh* he strolls with Miss Green Nail Polish but his heart 
isn't m it I saw how he looked at you here that day, 
Val, it isn't my business, but you're a lame-brain for 
passing him by. He’s the sweetest thing since lace pants 
and he loves you ” 

Valerie paused only a moment, wondering how much 
information she should attempt to wheedle from Lucy- 
anne. 

But she restrained herself and said, “Take your crystal 
ball out of here. Madam Swami, and let me bathe ” 


Just before curtain time that evening, Valerie knew 
she might as well have published her willingness to 
attend the party in the New York Times . Andrea* the 
muscular blonde who'd always seemed rather aloof, 
bounced past her and notified, "Glad to hear you're 
joining the ranks tonight, Val Ruth and Hazel told me 
just a minute ago. See you!” 

There was a seconds fury but Valerie had to smile. 
Why get sore , she thought, when you re ready to get in 
their hoot? 

Jeanne Verdun was darting through the wings, calling, 
“Five minutes, kids! Five minutes!” Valerie, still a mem¬ 
ber of the line, tugged a bit at her bra. She almost 
bumped into Dick Hutchins. She started to speak but 
saw that something was wrong. Dick was shivering and 
looked as if he were about to faint. 

“What's die matter, Dick?" she asked, taking his arm. 

Dick stared at her blankly. His hands and legs were 
shaking and Ms face, even with the make-up, looked 
pale. 

“My mother . . * 

“What about her?” 

“She's here. She came to my apartment in New York 
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diis morning. She traced me. She found out everything 
about , , * I told her to wait down the block She's in¬ 
sisting I go back with her.” 

"Easy, Dick, Relax, You're on in a few minutes ” 

"I can't do it, Val ” he breathed, "My stomach's got 
butterflies. This . , , on top of , , He could not pro¬ 
nounce Brandy Keefe's name. ‘"Val, what'll I do? I prac¬ 
ticed three thousand things to say to her but when she 
found me I ... I was putty again, Val, I cant go back 
with her, and I don't have the nerve to face her, God, I 
don't know what's the matter with me, I , , 

Jeanne was pushing Valerie onstage. "Places! PlacesP 
Dick's singing throughout the first act was atrocious 
and everyone appeared to be aware of it. He forgot 
words, went off-key, lost the ends of lines, and trembled. 
As Valerie, wearing a sweater-and-skirt costume for her 
solo, was waiting for her cue, she heard Chuck Norman 
softly bellowing at him. She stopped long enough to 
walk to Chuck and say, "Lay off. Chuck, He's just a 
little wrought up tonight. He'll relax through inter¬ 
mission and be as good as new. Come on. Chuck, lay 
off/' 

Dick, aided perhaps by her defense, carried die 
finale song through without too much trouble. But when 
the overture began, announcing the intermission was 
over and the second act was to begin, Dick could not 
be found. 

Those who were not on stage searched for him 
through the second act but without success. 

Chuck Norman was viciously biting his nails by die 
time the curtain came down on the evening's first show. 
No one had been able to locate Dick, and Chuck an¬ 
nounced to Jeanne, within Valerie's earshot, that if he 
didn't get back tonight he'd be out And out for good. 

The curtain came down on the second and final 
show. Dick was not found, 

Valerie questioned Jeanne but Jeanne could only 
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reply that he must have sneaked out somewhere while 
Henry's back was turned. And incidentally, she added, it 
was tough luck but Chuck was eating steel over the 
kid s disappearance. Chuck didn’t own the show but be 
was responsible for everyone and everything under this 
roof. And he was the law here. 

“But what could have happened?* Valerie asked. She 
looked for Chuck to ask him to reconsider but he could 
not be found. Suddenly she thought of Brandy Keefe, 
She stormed to his dressing room. 

It was an unwritten rule that no female was to enter 
the quarters of a male, or any male the domain of a 
female, under the roof of the Florian; and the rule was 
observed. Brandy shared a small room with Hoke, and 
Valerie knew she might have to face him, too. But she 
continued on. She rapped at the door and called, 
“Brandy?” 

“No-dameVIand, scram,” he called back. 

She slapped the door open and faced the men. Brandy 
naked and Hoke McQuade wearing only shorts and a 
shirt. 

“I want to see you,” she said. 

Brandy Keefe rose quickly and reached for his red 
silk robe. He was a brute of a man with immense lips 
and beady eyes. Hoke, removing make-up, was watching 
everything from his mirror. 

“Haven’t you seen about enough?” Brandy gagged as 
he got into the robe. 

“Why is the Hutchins kid missing?” 

Tm an actor, kiddo, not the FBI.” 

Valerie advanced into the room and closed the door, 
“You’ve been stroking his brow. If anybody knows why 
he’s missing, you do. Now give!” 

Brandy chuckled, “Jealous, baby?” He started for 
the door, “Look, I’m getting third degrees all around 
here. How would I know where he is? I haven’t ex¬ 
changed one word with him in three days.” He brushed 
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past her and opened the door, “Excuse please, while I 
seek out the rest room” 

She headed for him but stopped. He would admit 
nothing he didn’t want to admit. He went out, 

“Take it easy, Vah” Hoke's voice soothed, 

“The son of , * ” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I hate his guts, too, I tried to work 
him over but go try to draw blood. Don't worry, Dick s 
around somewhere " 

“But what could he , , Valerie began and then 
realized she was talking uselessly. It was a foolish mis¬ 
sion and she had achieved nothing. Once more it was a 
situation of starting out right but getting fouled up 
somewhere on the way. Afraid now of Hoke's obvious 
compassion, she turned to leave, 

“Hold on, Val. One minute ” 

She faced the door. “N o-dame's dan d, remember?” 

“You're forty-nine kinds of schnook if you go to the 
Denson ball tonight.” 

Oh, great! she wailed to herself. No secrets allowed in 
this neck of the woods . 

“You hear me talking, Val?” 

Defeated, she replied, *1 hear you.” 

“Thrills? Money? Coming of age? Do any of these 
justify throwing yourself to those hungry depraved lions 
tonight?” 

“Keep off the grass, McQuade” 

“Yeah, yeah, everybody's out of step but Valerie 
Browning. I know. But let me drop just one pearl of 
wisdom. You'll make a little folding money tonight, and 
maybe you 1 !! have loot even after you've paid off Denson 
for the use of the hall and the cop for the use of the 
city. But these are the scum of the earth you're heading 
for, kid. So you figure you're kicked in the head a little, 
so okay. But that's no reason to shake those castanets 
in front of a bunch of bums. You're not gonna clear 
things up that way” 
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He had not risen from his chair. He was quite pur¬ 
posely keeping his distance and impressing her with the 
fact. 

“Thanks for everything, Hoke.* 

“Stick with me, Val. So I ain't neat. So I don’t dry 
myself off with certified bank checks. But we can try 
together, Val . . ” 

Valerie could not restrain the sob that escaped from 
her throat. 

“Mease, Hoke, Please, don't!" 

She ran to her room and dressed in a frenzied rush. 


An hour later , tb ere was stiff not the slightest sign of 
Dick Hutchins. The world seemed to Valerie grotesquely 
distorted as she stood outside a strange door with 
Lucyanne, They waited for someone to answer. 

Lucyanne, shining and radiantly happy, held Valerie's 
hand and confided, “You're gonna get your kicks tonight, 
chile." 

“Yeah," Valerie admitted, staring vacantly ahead. “No¬ 
where to go but up ” 
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It was something to marvel at, Valerie thought as she 
gave Cliff Denson her jacket and looked about at fa¬ 
miliar faces; clearly half the lads from the theatre were 
here and one or two more were expected soon. She had 
known most of them as hard-shelled, wise-cracking girls 
but for as long as possible she had clung to the hope 
that the ones she cared most for wouldn’t be stooping 
this low for a fast dollar, 

Cathy was on the couch, laughing fiercely at a joke 
told by a middle-aged dandy who was fondling her 
leg. 

Sue, with shoulder straps undone, was necking with a 
man in die comer with such fury that steam seemed to 
be encircling them both. 

Some were dancing. Others had evidently excused 
themselves to join employers in hidden rooms. The 
music was mellow and the apartment’s furnishings were 
organized in good taste, but everything seemed hideously 
wrong to Valerie. 

Lucyanne was whispering to her, "Don’t look now, 
honey, but Cliff’s giving you the up and down.” 

**So?” she replied, beginning to wonder if the promise 
of Burgess had been merely a ruse to get her here. 

“You’re head and shoulders and that-ain’t-all above 
everyone else here, Val ” 

“But its not even spontaneous, Lu. If it were at least 
that, I could start to understand the hell-raising. But it 
all seems so mechanicalF 

Cliff was before her now, offering her a drink. He 
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was a pleasant round-faced man who, for all she knew, 
might well have been a pillar of the Denningdale com¬ 
munity. He was saying something by way of welcoming 
her and he made no secret of where his eyes were slid¬ 
ing, Valerie felt dismally on her own when she noticed 
Lucyanne moving away from her, into the arms of the 
man named Harper, 

“You're die prize catch of the season,” Cliff greeted 
her as she took the drink. 

“Really?” Valerie rejoined, looking at him again. His 
eyes met hers onoe but, without pretense, he lowered 
them again to the low cut of her bodice. Valerie threw 
off a momentary urge to crush this impertinence with 
a remark. But then she remembered that she hadn't a 
parents-and-teachers meeting in mind when she'd bought 
this revealing gown, She hadn't planned on coming here, 
either, but she'd been perfectly conscious of the fact 
that an investment in this gown was for the unsubtle 
purpose of displaying her figure. 

And displaying it she apparently was, for Cliff feasted 
himself while inspecting her. It was a simple, clinging 
black dress without straps and it accentuated her curves 
accurately. It covered her hips smoothly and dipped in 
coyly at the navel. “Really,” he affirmed. 

"When you've completed your tour, Mr. Denson,” she 
said without malioe, “would you like to direct me to 
Anthony Burgess?” 

Cliff laughed and nervously lit a cigarette. “Say, 
what's that guy got besides an Academy Award? Take 
Mr. Grosvenor, for instance. He's in the back room now 
with one of your colleagues. He owns more gold tha n 
Burgess will ever see. How about if . . . 

"How about if I meet Anthony Burgess?” 

"Well, depends on whether he says yes or no. Hes 
running the games tonight. Look, I suggest you get to 
mingling around a little. Evening's young. Try some of 
that dynamite on . , 
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‘Where’s Burgess now?” Her expression was con- 
centratedly cold* 

“Look, loosen up, sweetheart We want everybody to 
be happy .” 

“Clifford, my heart's last beat, where’s Burgess?” 

“In the kitchen, last I saw him. Listen, we don’t run 
things that way around here . , ” 

Valerie set her drink down, moved past him, and 
grinned, “You’re cute " She found her way out of the 
spacious front room and kept walking, not giving more 
attention than necessary to the rehearsals for lust sur¬ 
rounding her in chairs, at walls, near beckoning doors. 
She saw a kitchen and finally went to it 

She could see an extremely pretty girl of perhaps 
twenty-two, not from the chorus, leaning against die 
sink and clinking the ice around in her glass. She 
exuded breeding and native charm and she appeared, it 
struck Valerie, quite out of place in a get-together like 
this. 

In a controlled half-sobriety she was saying, “Tony, I 
should think you’d want to do the decent thing and tell 
me where I stand ” 

The girl's voice was timid and devoid of nagging. 
Valerie, inching closer, feeling clammy in expectation, 
still could not see Burgess. 

His famous voice answered the girl, “Pam, it’s hardly 
anything new, you know. You and I have been through 
for ages—long before either of us even suspected it. 
Let's be grown-up about it, darling. Here, let me 
freshen your drink” 

Then he appeared. He was sidling toward the girl 
called Pam and he was carrying a bottle. Pam was 
watching him with a mixture of adoration and quiet 
rage. 

Instinctively, Valerie advanced. His appearance was 
as she had remembered it. He was impeccably tailored 
and barbered, handsome and broad-shouldered. He was 
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much older than his movies or her memory of him sug¬ 
gested, but he was nevertheless a deeply stirring, attrac¬ 
tive wmxL And as far as Valerie was concerned, a hateful 
one. 

"Tony, can't we leave here? I loathe this horrid place. 
If we could only . . * Her voice trailed off as she saw 
Valerie. There was a pause and then Burgess looked 
around. Valeries stare fastened on him. The same black 
hair, neat moustache, piercing eyes , * , 

“Sony,” Valerie had the presence of mind to say. She 
saw the label on the bottle he held and read its name. 
*Tve been searching for a whiskey called Old Fullback* 
“Yes, indeed,” Burgess said softly, his eyes lighting 
with interest, “Come right in and help your self 
Pam frowned, “Tony, this is ruder 
My apologies, Pam , Valerie thought as she entered 
the room confidently. She could not judge from the 
intense way he was studying her if he recognized her. 
She was seven years older now and, of course, in pos¬ 
session of a more-than-adoles cent figure. But she couldn't 
be sure. She sincerely hated invading what Pam implied 
was private territory. But Anthony Burgess was Valerie's 
fuzzy reason for coming. 

“Don't let me interrupt anything” Valerie said, and 
accepted the bottle from him. She took a glass from 
the kitchen table and began pouring, Burgess hadn't 
taken his eyes off her from die moment she had come 
in. She felt pleased with herself because her hands didn't 
shake while she poured 

“Pam, Burgess said, “would you mind slapping into 
the other room for a while? Miss Duret and I have some 
business to discuss.” 

“I certainly will not ” the girl protested. But, as Valerie 
raised the glass to her lips, she saw him guide Pam 
out of the kitchen. As she waited for him to return she 
sat gently on the low table and quite purposely crossed 
her legs, so that the full slit in her skirt could go to 
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work, She knew she was playing with fire, a fire she 
could not understand. She realized only that all the 
wickedness she was sure dwelled within her had been 
a preparation for this night* when she would approach 
the shadowy Anthony Burgess and wait to see what 
she truly felt. Doubts about him had plagued her since 
Mom’s death. Now, she had only to excite him physically 
to prove that Pop was her real father, not . , . 

He came bade and closed the door. 

“This is more than I could have hoped for*” he said* 

“So you know my name" 

“Indeed I do,” he answered and his smile was lascivious 
as his eyes lowered to her leg and thigh. 

“Do you like what you see, Mr* Burgess?” 

“I loved what I saw tonight at the Florian. Em even 
more keenly impressed now.” 

She was sitting bade casually, fully aware that she 
was vulgarly displaying herself. One slight movement 
of her fingers and the skirt pulled up another inch, 

Burgess' eyes opened wider. 

“Whafs wrong, Mr* Burgess?” Valerie inquired* sur¬ 
prised at the mocking in her voice, “Hasn’t a girl ever 
shown her knees to you before?” 

“You , * * He fumbled and prepared to embrace her. 

“No* no, Mr. Burgess,” she scoffed and, pushing her 
skirt forward, moved out of his reach. “Someone should 
have told you. You can look but you can’t touch. Ym a 
tease. Professional ” 

As she watched the growing misery in his face, she 
knew suddenly what all this nonsense was about, why 
she was behaving in this ridiculous way, IPs my way 
of hurting him, she thought. All that rubbish about 
curiosity, about being drawn to him, all that was to 
hide the truth that I want to get back at him. I want 
revenge for the terror he’s caused. He* he, he, no one 
else! 

“Stop that*” he muttered hoarsely, trying to maintain 
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his Anthony Burgess composure, but failing. He was 
rattled and Valerie felt a sear of victory burning through 
her, “Came here! I saw you on stage, I told the Denson 
oaf I expressly wanted yon. And fm going to have 
youl" 

Valerie laughed sharply. She moved near him and 
then away from him, “Eat your heart out, Mr. Burgess, 
sirP 

He was angry. “I didn’t take this from the most hard- 
to-get stars in Hollywood! I won’t take it from—” 

But he was interrupted by an ominous chatter of 
worried voices from other rooms. A sound that may 
have been a scream blared out nearby. Valerie and 
Burgess looked at one another and they wordlessly 
agreed this might be a police raid. Burgess retreated, 
fearful. Valerie waited, unmoving, unsure of what was 
to come, 

The door opened. It was Hazel, from the chorus line. 

Her face was ghostly white and when she spoke it was 
with what seemed to be a different voice. 

“Val, I was looking for you." 

Valerie tensed. This could only be about * . * 

“Dick,” Valerie breathed. 

Hazel nodded dumbly. “They found him. Gloria just 
came a minute ago and told us. He’s dead, Val. They 
found him in the theatre cellar with a rope around his 
neck. He hung himself." 

When consciousness made Valerie raise her eyes again, 
she found herself in front of her rooming house. She had 
left the party as soon as she had gotten the details from 
Gloria, as soon as she had come out of her disbelieving 
coma. The details had been simple,? he had stolen into 
the furnace room. He had found a rope. He bad hanged 
himself. 

The few girls who had lagged behind—Gloria and 
Ruth always took the longest to leave the dressing 
room—had been asked to answer questions. Police had 
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clumped about, the mother had screamed and fainted 
There would be some kind of investigation. The news¬ 
papers would be on the job sending their best reporters. 
The city fathers would raise some hell. 

In the meantime, Dick Hutchins, the scared and 
pathetic Dick Hutchins, was dead, 

Valerie walked dully up the stairs. 
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The climb up the shadowy stairs was a torturing ona 
Her footsteps were almost soundless as she ascended 
the usually creaking steps* but as she walked across the 
landings her high heels made a click-click noise on the 
carpetless floor that somehow dredged up a feeling of 
cheapness within her. The ascent was painfully long 
to her and when she finally reached her floor she stopped 
and leaned heavily against the rail, not yet ready to 
face the lonely room inside. 

She unlocked the door and closed it Standing in the 
dark, with only the sliver of light rushing in from the 
transom, she felt a dull kinship with the blackness. 
Maybe if Yd listened to him * , * 

Suddenly the gown she wore became repulsive to her 
and she slipped out of it. It dropped to the floor and 
she tiredly kicked it away. 

Maybe if Yd let him talk, if l hadn’t made him feel so 
rejected, so completely unloved , . . 

Maybe, maybe, maybe. Her Me, too, had been filled 
with maybes. Maybe if there had been someone to give 
her love, to teach her the lesson of giving and receiving 
love, things would have been different and she wouldn't 
have made such an unholy botch of her nineteen years. 
Maybe if Yd told him that I understood or that 1 was 
ready to understand what hell he was going through * , , 
She slumped against the door for a long while. And 
then she stood erect and switched on the light, Dicks 
face kept returning, the always worried, always fearful 
face. She could see him now, cringing before her* like a 
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tain-soaked puppy who needed only to be assured there 
was someone who understood and who cared. The image 
of his face lingered to agonize her and she paced the 
room, silently begging the image to go away, to forgive 
her, to stop reminding her that she had never done 
anything good, not for him, not for Fop, not for Hoke, 
And not for herself. 

She saw Lucyanne’s bottle of whiskey on the shelf 
beneath the sink* She had seen it before in her de^ 
spondent moments but she had fought its beckonings. 
Now she wavered for a minute, begging the ugly thoughts 
to stop cluttering up her head. 

She walked to the sink. 

On the way her eye caught sight of a body tanned, 
ripe and voluptuous. It was her image in the full-length 
mirror, calling her with a sinister seductiveness. Hastily 
she looked. The reflection showed the fullness of her 
body, and the anxiety of her face. As if the mirror were 
an evil thing she turned from it and reached numbly 
for the bottle. 

She held it up. The always cheerful, always gay 
Lucyanne had done her share of dipping in; the quart 
bottle of rye was half emptied. 

So maybe you're not so cheerful and gay, after aU, 
Lu . „ , There was that maybe again and it made her 
smile grimly, 

Valerie poured two inches of rye into a tumbler. She 
muttered a toast to the invisible Dick. 

"Here's to you, kid. You made the same mistake Aunt 
Valerie made: you were looking too hard to he loved.” 

The taste was hot and harsh but she continued to 
drink, her free hand clutching the sink edge like a girl 
who forces herself to swallow a big dose of medicine 
in the false hope of curing all ills at once. She drank 
until the glass was empty and she set it down with a 
clatter. Both hands reached for the sink edge now and 
she leaned forward, gazing dumbly at the slide's chipped 
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enamel, as if she were patiently waiting for the alcohol 
to take its effect immediately and automatically put her 
back into commission. No magic results took place, but 
a climate of peace waved over her and she felt a dull 
film covering her. And this was pleasant* 

The next time she poured three inches into the glass. 

"It's all I can offer you, Dick,” she toasted. 

Slowly a warmth overtook her, and Valerie, with her 
refilled glass, felt a greater closeness to the Dick who 
was dead than she had ever felt to him when he had 
been alive, It wasn't so much that she hadn't been kind 
to him toward the end, but that she hadn't understood 
and appreciated turn as her own kin. 

And worse—worst of all—she had failed to realize that 
although die results were different—homosexuality, nym¬ 
phomania 5 whatever—everybody, even Hoke too, was 
disturbed, screwy, from the lack of love. 

Why hadn't Hoke said so himself, when he had ad¬ 
mitted a few hours ago, Wal, we can try together, can't 
we , , , r 

Oh, I've been an ox to have been so selfish. I wasn't 
really kind to Dick . . . But Hokel I didn't understand 
that he was trying to help me just as I should have 
helped Dick. Hoke needed my love, too . * . love IVe 
never been capable of giving to anyone. 

She poured herself another shot of rye , , * 

Somehow, she had misplaced her sense of time. 

Very concentrate dly, she tried to read die bureau 
dock. It was either twenty-five minutes of three or 
fifteen minutes after seven. 

"I'm gonna trade you in for a cuckoo ” she admonished, 
chuckling, as she brought the clock close to her eyes. 
"Who the hell needs these old-fashioned clocks that 
don't do anything but go tick-tick-tick?” 

Fumblingiy, she brought a finger up to direct her 
eyes to the clock's hands. She was cert ain she was just 
getting ready to make the terrific discovery of what 
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time it really was, when the dock dropped, as if some¬ 
one had yanked it away* It fell to the floor with a fierce 
noise and she was positive it was heard throughout the 
entire house, 

“Shh-hhr she ordered, “Don’t go round waking peo¬ 
ple” 

A loud pounding issued from one of the walls and 
she turned leisurely to it, as though it were a familiar 
sound, one she'd heard not too long ago. She heard a 
man calling to her. His voice sounded familiar, too, 

“ * , tellin’ you for the last time, whoever you arel 
People tryid to sleepl Cut out all that racked” 

Valerie lifted a finger to her lips* directing the clocks, 
perched on the walls, to be quiet. She thought of the 
whiskey. Maybe one more drink would help a little. 

She staggered to the sink and found the bottle* 

It was empty. 

With one jolt of clarity she realized she had made 
the night hurry toward daylight by drinking, and drink¬ 
ing with a vengeance. And it had helped a bit. But now 
there was no more whiskey. And there were some hours 
of darkness to go. There were many more images of 
Dick and Hoke and Pop hiding behind the tables* 
crouching, ready to pounce on her and terrify her. 
Without the whiskey to deaden her, she would have no 
defense. 

Raising her eyes from the hopelessly empty bottle 
she felt constricted, hemmed in. She began to feel for 
the material of her gown and then saw with alarm that 
she wasn’t wearing it. It lay wrinkled on the edge of 
the couch. It was the tight bra that pinched and con¬ 
fined her* the bra and the pants and the garter belt and 
the stackings and the shoes. Clothes, she thought, a 
whole mess of clothes. 

She met her reflection once more in the mirror. She 
turned and faced it. Automatically her long fingers moved 
to settle saucily on her hips. The fingers doubled into 
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fists and when she saw her face again—marred now by 
the streaks of die mascara blotching her cheeks* and the 
lipstick smearing her chin—she found herself smiling. It 
was an evil grin, an instinctive, all-for-business grin 
that she affected when her intro blared in the band 
pit, announcing that the Wild Body was making her 
entrance. And here she was, alone—harrowingly alone— 
and her thoughts upon seeing her own body directed 
themselves unswervingly to the part it played in her 
performance. It was a business property, something she 
used on the job, something required for work, like the 
glove of a professional ballplayer, 

‘Hello, Miss Wild Body,” she greeted it angrily. 
“Aren't you hot stuff? Just the very hottest?” 

Lithely, she moved closer. Her hands went behind her 
back and she unhooked the bra. It fell and a vulgar 
laugh escaped her. Calmly, she rolled down the filmy 
panties and unfastened the garter belt. Even as her 
shoulders slumped and her posture contorted from de¬ 
pression, hers was still a magnificent body, proud and 
exciting. 

And suddenly she began to laugh. 

With no provocation, with no warning, the empty 
laughter came and it merged with new tears. There were 
countless people beyond that door who were strug¬ 
gling to find themselves, to find someone to love and 
give strength to and get strength back in return. And 
here she stood, prepared to offer nothing but her body. 
The cruelty of nature had endowed her with an exotic 
body but had forgotten to provide a heart and a soul. 

Tiredly she moved to her closet and brought her suit¬ 
case to the bed. She opened bureau drawers and closet 
doors and took out slips and shoes and dresses, all the 
effects that belonged to her. She would leave Denning- 
dale. She would leave the Floriaa Before she cracked 
up or worse, before she became completely case-hard¬ 
ened to the evil inside her, she would go away from 



WILD BODY 


145 


Jeanne and Chuck Norman and Lucyanne and , . , and 
Hoke, Chuck would be furious and Jeanne would be 
disappointed* sure, for her leaving without notice. But 
there was no other way for her to survive, she was posi¬ 
tive, She wasn't on the beam now* she knew; she was 
reeling in the nether regions of drunkenness. But the 
reality of her need to clear out, to leave all the bad 
as well as the bit of good seemed entirely logical. She 
had no crystal-clear idea of where she would go or 
what she would do; she dung to the mild fantasy that 
once she hit the fresh and bracing air, she would know. 
And her plans would fall neatly into place later. Bight 
now, she would have to get away, that was the thing. 

As her depression deepened, she felt her body weaken 
to the insidious demands of animal lust however. The 
likeness of Hoke stood before her. And now she could 
feel the waves of her passion rising for him, the need 
to be held and kissed and loved. 

Abruptly, she slapped down the cover of the suitcase. 
The urge maddened her. Of course, she recognized in 
sudden fury, if all makes sense now! It was not a coin¬ 
cidence that her extreme, overpowering urges to go to 
bed with a man occurred when she was most depressed, 
most needful of understanding. One weakness fed the 
other. She lit a cigarette and her eyes narrowed. Of 
course, she thought, Fm drunk as a goat and one more 
shot might make me pass out , but f m still able to see this 
for what it is , , , 

The urge, the animalistic and the heU-with-tomorTow 
urge to shriek passionately and claw mechanically at 
Hoke—or any other man—was not a minor irritation 
now. It was strong and bold. Once again Valerie saw 
herself in the mirror. Then she wept uncontrollably. 

She rushed to the sink. The bottle. One drink, she 
pleaded, one drink and it would make her forget until 
she was packed and dressed and out of this room of 
mournful memories. One drink . , « 
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An instant before she brought the bottle up, she 
recalled in horror that she’d emptied it. 

Viciously she pitched the bottle to the floor. It crashed 
and made a stinging sound as it broke. 

The man’s voice shot up fiercely. “Crazy dnmk dames," 
he yelled. And in the next moment she heard him pound- 
mg on her door. 

Something in his anger created a defensive rage in 
her, and she pulled the door open as he was shouting, 
“What's the idea? A man can't get any s!ee-»* 

His voice dwindled and died as he looked at her. 
She had not covered herself and his eyes bugged. 

“Well?" she snapped, weaving. “You satisfied?” 

“I . . . uh . . ” 

“Go on, mister, look. Take a good lookl Tomorrow 
I get tattooed so the body’ll be more commercial. Grant’s 
Tomb on the tummy and the Wreck of the Hesperis on 
the back. Tell all your pals. Showings at eight and 
eleven I" 

And Valerie slammed the door shut. 

Exhausted, she sank to the floor. Silently and sadly 
she beat her fists against her knees. 

‘You’ll never make it,” she told herself bitterly. “You’ll 
never get out of the woods alive.* 

And then—she had no idea how much later—she be¬ 
came aware of a gentle knock on the door. 

She rose and turned the knob. Once again the urge 
was pounding through her—the wild, compound urge 
to scratch and slap and utterly conquer a mans body 
with her own, and at the same time to be tenderly pos¬ 
sessed and taken care of by that man* 

She opened the door expectantly. 

Anthony Burgess stood before her. 

Smiling wryly, he said, “Hello, Valerie*” 
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He had begun to explain that bed forced Lucyanne to 
give him this address. It was possible that he’d intended 
to say other things, as well. But as he saw the ripe, throb¬ 
bing girl before him, words seemed useless and in an¬ 
other moment they were greedily in each other’s arms. 
He pushed her back into the room and closed the 
door with his foot. He was whispering, “You're beauti¬ 
ful, Valerie,* but the Itiss she returned stopped all words. 
His touch tingled and excited her and for one violent 
moment she was ready to discard all thought. But then 
the images of her past summoned themselves up before 
her and, with a swift wriggling movement, she jerked 
out of his arms and fled to the other side of the room. 

*1 haven't drawn a free breath since I saw you to¬ 
night* Valerie, You’re everything IVe ever wanted . . 

Impulsively, Valerie wheeled around and asked, “Do 
you have a car ?* 

“A car? Yes,” 

"Will you take me for a ride? Will you drive fast, 
with the windows down and the wind blowing, with 
absolutely no destination? Tell me” 

His pause was slight. “Sure. Sure I will * 

Valerie slipped into a dress and retrieved her jacket 
from the floor. Fresh air, speed, no talk, the chance to 
think, to reason, to get the cobwebs of alcohol out of 
her head; it was what she needed, she was sure, if she 
were to survive beyond today. She clasped the jacket 
around her shoulders and started for the door. As they 
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descended the stairs she felt ill from the whiskey and 
the distorted urges she had repressed. 

Just before he stepped on the accelerator, she lit a 
cigarette and instructed* “Fast I want you to drive 
fast I want the wind to get in my hair and I want the 
chance to think of nothing.* 


“You haven't said a word for twenty minutes* Valerie * 

“So what?* 

“YouVe bound yourself up in a lot of mystery” 

“Flease don't talk * 

“I want you to leave that fantastic show, Valerie. I 
wan you to go with me to Westport.” 

“Just like that?” she asked. She was slowly reviving. 

“Always just like that There are few things of any 
importance in my life that weren't decided just like 
that* 

“Mistress Valerie * she commented. 

Burgess shrugged. “Very well Give yourself tags if 
that suits your sense of the dramatic. But I want you. 
Should I go into detail about the things I can do for a 
beautiful, ambitious girl?” 

“Never mind. IVe heard the pitch before * 

“You're trying awfully hard to tell me you Ye made of 
ice. I don't believe it Give those grubby people at the 
theatre a days notice or whatever s needed. Go to 
Fifth Avenue in the city. Buy any clothes you want 
Buy anything at all you want Tm going to make an 
investment in you* Valerie. IVe never been wrong yet 
with my split-second decisions.” 

"Never?* She looked at him and controlled her wrath. 
He was coming clearer into focus. “With no one?* 

“Not yet,” he smiled. 

"What about Esther Browning?” 

The car swerved and Burgess struggled to control the 
wheel His astounded eyes darted between her and the 



WILD BODY 149 

road* The name, obviously, was dynamite to him, He was 
reacting exactly as Valerie thought be would, 

“Val , * * Valerie * . . You’re not Serf’s Valerie?* 

“Remarkably small world, isn’t it, Mr, Burgess?” 

“But the name Duxet«” 

“For my loyal fans. Come now, Mr, Burgess, are you 
so shocked?” 

"This is * , * Good GodI I had a fleeting suspicion 
when I caught your act tonight. The name, the face . . . 
but I decided you couldn't be. This is amazing!* 

"But you won’t let that stand in your way, will you? 
You're the intrepid Anthony Burgess, No mountain too 
big, no conquest too small. Well, Tve got news for you, 
friend. You're finished seducing the Browning women. 
And harming the Browning men ” 

"I still . . • 

"Please, don't overplay the part” 

“I mean it simply occurs to me that maybe you're 
made of ioe after all." 

“Because Pm not bowing to your majesty?” 

He waited for a second, “No. Because you're not with 
Syd now * 

"Which means what?” 

“Then you didn’t know?” 

Valerie sat up, frightened by his voice. 

“Know what?" 

“His landlady sent me a wire because my address, 
apparently, was the only one she could find in his apart¬ 
ment. Syd had a heart attack two nights ago.” 

There was no need for persuasion, once he realized 
she had truly been ignorant of the situation. Immediately 
Tony turned the car around and headed for Manhattan, 
As she wept and demanded information, he apologized 
for his bluntness. Pop’s curious visit the other night, 
Valerie thought, made sense now. It seemed clear that he 
had known about himself, known there was the pos- 
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sibility be mightn't live. And wbat more noble gesture 
could he have performed than to come to his daughter, 
throw off his disguises and bare himself? And even with 
her pleas for forgiveness, she had still been so terribly 
cruel and rejecting. As with Hoke, with Dick, with every¬ 
one, she had seen to it that a damper was put on Syd’s 
efforts to communicate with her. 

“ ,, and it was a bit hard for me to understand," Bur¬ 
gess was saying. “This landlady—is Mrs. Winters her 
name?—said in the telegram she was wiring me because 
she knew of no one else to contact. I behaved the same 
way I usually do, I suppose. I didn't go to him. I sent 
a check for whatever expenses he might have. Queer 
... the check came back in this morning's mail, tom into 
neat shreds." 

Valerie urged him to drive faster. Her heartbreak for 
Pop increased. Out of the scores of people Pop knew, 
the only address he had a record of was the address of 
Anthony Burgess. 

Now they were driving down Kensington Avenue and 
Burgess was showing strain. He asked to be excused 
from going up. He explained, genuinely, that he hadn't 
the courage to face Syd, 

When he stopped the car, he took Valerie's arm. 

“One word, Valerie, and then Ill let you go up. I 
knew your mother. I was a selfish, self-seeldng swine and 
I tried to seduce your mother. But no matter what any¬ 
one says, no matter how long the filthy rumor continues, 
you've got to know this: Esther Browning didn't love 
Syd, yet she was true to him, I never got to first base .. J* 


The apartment door was unlocked. A weak bulb was 
burning in the living room. 

Valerie, trembling, entered the room and saw Mrs, 
Winters huddled, asleep, in Syd s armchair. Syd's bed- 



WILD BODY 


151 


room door was open, Mrs, Winters wakened abruptly 
and recognized her, Valerie crossed the room to the 
woman and thought, through the agony of her fears; 
Hoke, where are you now? Hoke, I need you* 



15 


Her own problems were forgotten as she immersed her¬ 
self in caring for Syd Browning* She had not taken the 
time to be. ruffled by Mrs, Winters' holier-than-thou at¬ 
titude, The landlady had a right, Valerie agreed, to be 
critical of Mr. Brownings flighty daughter, who had 
run off somewhere like a tramp. And Mrs, Winters had 
done all she could for the man. She'd fetched a doctor, 
she'd taken over the apartment cleaning, she'd fed Pop. 
And where was said daughter through all this? 

Dr, Morley advised Valerie the next morning that Pop 
need not be moved to a hospital. But it was a serious 
case; outside pressures of one sort or another had affected 
his heart and for the next few days he would have to 
remain quiet, have constant care, Valerie listened care¬ 
fully to his instructions and proceeded to cany them out 

During the long days that followed, Valerie did not 
allow herself to think of anything but her responsibilities 
to the man who lay still and white in the next room. 
When she slept it was in the chair near his bed. When he 
Med to speak to her, to murmur his gratitude, she kissed 
him and tenderly whispered, "'Best, Pop." Only once did 
her thoughts leave his bedside and that was when she 
phoned Chuck Norman at the Florian to explain the sit¬ 
uation and to apologize for inconveniencing him. 

When Dr. Morley reappeared, he reported that Syd 
was definitely taking a turn for the better, Valerie drew 
her first relaxed breath since she'd arrived. The doctors 
announcement was a reward and she could feel peace 
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within her. These had been terrible days, but she had 
met the challenge, 

"Ill look in again tomorrow," the doctor was saying, 
*Thank you, doctor," She walked with him to the door* 
“You're all right. Miss Browning, Your father's a for¬ 
tunate man to have such a loving daughter,” 

She smiled vaguely at the irony. She was the one who 
had been helped. Not fuUy—there were so many seas yet 
to swim—but at last she had learned she could dedicate 
herself to someone else and, as if by sorcery, this knowl¬ 
edge had lessened the inner tensions shed thought would 
never be relieved. She had given of herself. And she 
knew this was good. 

Dr, Morley opened the door. It was noon, five days 
after she had rushed away from Denningdale, In the 
hall stood Hoke MoQuade. 


“Excuse me," Dr. Morley said and walked down the 
stairs. Valerie stared at Hoke, at the obvious concern 
showing through the composure which always cloaked 
him, 

“Hello, Val,” he said gently* 

“HeHo, Hoke. Will you come in?" 

"Disturbing anyone?" 

She shook her head and stood aside to admit him* 

“How ve you been, Hoke?" 

“Wrestling with myself* Look at the rings under my 
eyes™ 

Tm glad you came.” 

“You look good, Val ” 

She glanced at the rumpled cotton housedbress she 
wore* Her eyes burned with fatigue, "You wouldn't kid 
a stripper, would you, mister?" 

"You look relaxed. For the first time since Fve known 
you. No defenses, no frowns, no guards, no displaying 
bazooms like they were your armor. You look good,"" 
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“Ive missed you, Hoke. Fve wanted you. Funny, isn't 
it? IVe never talked to anyone that way before.* 

His hands reached for her now and, as though it were 
perfectly natural, she was in his arms. The kiss warmed 
and pleased her; she was responding to him as a woman, 
a woman with genuine depth and inner security. His 
kiss told her of his patience, his eagerness to love her 
and protect her, his eagerness to give her his strength, 
his eagerness to accept hers. 

“I love you, darling,” Valerie breathed* “You're so good 
for me.” 

"You're not tearing at buttons?” 

“No.” 

“Then, we're on the way, baby, we're on the way. 
Come on, lead me to the kitchen. Ill scramble some 
eggs for you and your dad that I usually present only to 
royalty*” 

Smiling, with a newly vivacious glow, Valerie led Hoke 
into the kitchen. 

“And I'll teU you something else. I've got a good 
night club spot. No more of the burlesque stuff for me, 
baby. Or for you. We'U do a nice clean act." 

She nodded happily. “Fop will like that.” She added, 
“And so will our children, Hoke.” 



The End 
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UNBRIDLED DESIRE. 


THAT WAS VALERIE ! 


THE soft loveliness of Valerie's person was 
equaled only by the harshness of her insatiable 
needs. Essentially a moral girl as well as an 
attractive one, at first she held out against these 
driving impulses. But inevitably she let them 
control her. Soon she was using men just as 
some men use women—as toys, as playthings, 
as instruments for a night's pleasure 


Valerie's morbid attitude encouraged her room¬ 
mate, Lucyanne, to plan a campaign of her 
own. For to twisted Lucyanne there could be 
only one love worthwhile—that of another girl. 
Yet even this did not deter Valerie, She sought 
out a notorious world no decent woman — or 
man — would ever enter. 

There she ran into someone as wild as she — 
tall Tony Burgess, the pleasure-mad reprobate 
—and her mother's lover! Valerie licked her lips 
and faced him . ■ < this was going to be fun . f . ! 


THE PENETRATING STUDY OF A WOMAN 
DRIVEN TO SHOCKING EXTREMES BY A 
MALADY MENTIONED ONLY IN WHISPERS 
...NYMPHOMANIA! 


*' ILD BODY Everyone wonted Valerie 








